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To	 an	 extent,	 writing	 is	 never	 a	 solitary	 endeavor.	 All	 the	 more	 so	 in	 the	 case	 of	
academic	writing,	where	one	 is	not	only	writing	with,	 but	 also	 for,	 against,	 and	along	
others.	Acknowledgements	are	hopelessly	incomplete.	But	this	is	no	good	reason	not	to	
express	gratitude	and	affection.	 I	must	 first	of	all	 thank	the	members	of	the	Doctorate	





Mr.	Saitō	Hisashi	 for	 their	assistance	and	patience.	For	precious	 introductions	and	 for	





University).	 I	owe	an	 immense	debt	of	gratitude	to	all	 the	music-makers	 I	was	able	to	
work	with:	in	particular,	many	thanks	to	Suzuki	Haruo	sensei	(Nihon	gagakukai),	to	the	
members	of	the	Udono	Reed	Bed	Research	Centre,	to	its	Director	Koyama	Hiromichi,	and	

















exception	 is	 represented	 by	 single	 quotation	 marks,	 which	 signal	 either	 my	 own	
alteration	 of	 a	 word’s	 most	 common	 usage	 (when	 outside	 of	 someone	 else’s	 quoted	
words)	or	a	quotation	enclosed	within	another	quotation.	Japanese	personal	names	are	
given	 in	 their	 Japanese	 order,	 with	 the	 family	 name	 first.	 Transliterations	 follow	 the	



















Can	 ‘what	 is’	 and	 ‘what	 are’	 questions	 ever	 be	 answered?	 Undoubtedly	
(unfortunately?),	 a	question	 for	 the	ontologist,	 the	metaphysician,	 the	 logician.	At	any	
rate,	 a	 question	 for	 the	 philosopher.	 But	 is	 that	 really	 so?	 After	 all,	 in	 recent	 years	
anthropologists	have	also	carved	their	way	into	selected	areas	of	the	finely	trimmed	and	
carefully	 fenced	 garden	 of	 Euro-American	 knowledge	 –and	 they	 are,	 more	 than	 ever	
before,	 happy	 to	 raise	 profound	 philosophical	 questions,	 mingling	 with	 ontology 1 .	









intellectual	 inheritance	 of	 simplifying	 methodologies	 and	 in	 favor	 of	 an	 alternative,	
“messier”	methodology	that	could	deal	more	appropriately	with	the	complexity	of	reality	
(see	Law	2004;	Law	and	Mol	2002).	After	all,	as	noticed	by	John	Law	in	After	Method:	Mess	
in	 Social	 Science	 Research,	 “simple	 clear	 descriptions	 don’t	 work	 if	 what	 they	 are	
describing	is	not	itself	very	coherent”	and	things	that	escape	simplification	include	“pains	
and	 pleasures,	 hopes	 and	 horrors,	 intuitions	 and	 apprehensions…things	 that	 slip	 and	
slide,	 or	 appear	 and	 disappear,	 change	 shape	 or	 don’t	 have	 much	 form	 at	 all,	
unpredictabilities”	 (2004,	 2).	 What	 better	 ‘object’	 than	 ‘music’3 ,	 with	 its	 paradoxical	
relation	to	time	and	space	and	its	tendency	to	crisscross	the	line	between	material	and	





If	 these	 questions	 confound	 and	 confuse,	 it	 is	 simply	 the	 effect	 of	 a	 fully	 intended	
attempt	 to	 “keep	 the	metaphors	 of	 reality-making	 open”,	 to	 borrow	again	 John	Law’s	















1985).	See	Bruno	Nettl’s	 commentary	 in	his	Nettl's	Elephant	–On	 the	History	of	Ethnomusicology	 (2010,	
215–27).	
5	It	is	perhaps	ironic	that	a	similar	advice	should	come	neither	from	a	philosopher	nor	an	anthropologist,	






to	put	 it	 less	bluntly,	 represented)	 as	 an	object-of-knowledge6.	This	 is	not	 to	 say	 that	




it	 tackle	 the	 issue	of	gagaku?	The	approach	consists,	at	 least	 in	part,	of	 “ethnographic	
accounts	of	indigenous	non-Western	modes	and	models	of	being,	presented	in	more	or	
less	explicit	contrast	with	aspects	of	a	Euro-American	or	modern	ontology	 imputed	to	
conventional	 anthropology”	 (Scott	 2013,	 859).	 Much	 of	 the	 tampering	 with	 Euro-
American	 philosophical	 reasoning	 that	 characterizes	 these	 accounts	 was	 inspired	 by	
Eduardo	 Viveiros	 de	 Castro’s	 “Amerindian	 perspectivism”7 ,	 and	 in	 particular	 by	 his	
noticing	 that	 “the	 resistance	 by	 Amerindian	 perspectivism	 to	 the	 terms	 of	 our	
epistemological	 debates	 casts	 suspicion	 on	 the	 robustness	 and	 transportability	 of	 the	
ontological	partitions	which	they	presuppose”	(1998,	469).	These	“partitions”	are	none	
other	than	Cartesian	dualisms,	the	likes	of	subject	and	object,	material	and	immaterial,	
culture	 and	 nature:	 take	 the	 “ontological	 turn”	 (perhaps	 an	 excessively	 inclusive	
umbrella-term	that	indicates	this	vast	coalescing	front)	and	witness	the	walls	of	Euro-










by	 such	 scholars	 as	 Jeff	 Malpas,	 Doreen	Massey,	 Todd	May	 and	 Noël	 Carroll	 (see	 Harrison	 2017).	 His	
discussion	is	important	in	that	it	highlights	“the	absenting	of	gagaku”,	that	is,	the	strategies	through	which	






7	Synthetically	defined	as:	 “The	conception,	 common	 to	many	peoples	of	 the	 continent,	 according	 to	








words	 captures	 both	 aspects	 well:	 speaking	 of	 the	 “relational	 non-dualism”	 of	 the	
anthropology	 of	 ontology	 (2013,	 863),	 he	 echoes	 John	 Law’s	 assumptions	 that	
“interaction	is	all	that	there	is”	and	that	“society,	organizations,	agents	and	machines	are	
all	 effects	 generated	 in	 patterned	 networks	 of	 diverse	 (not	 simply	 human)	materials”	
(1992,	 380).	 Incidentally,	 the	 primacy	 of	 the	 relation	 is	 arguably	 the	most	 important	
metaphysical	trait	of	Viveiros	de	Castro’s	anthropological	theory:	for	him,	the	“absolute	
relation	 that	 provides	 concrete	 actants10 	with	 their	 relative	 positions	 as	 subjects	 or	
objects”	becomes	“an	a	priori	structure,	(…)	a	condition	of	the	field	of	perception”	(2013,	
478).	In	other	words,	the	relation	–not	any	notion	of	‘the	human’	or	‘the	subject’-	is	the	
real	 metaphysical	 ground	 of	 all	 possible	 partitions,	 of	 all	 comparisons	 and	 binary	
oppositions.	But	if,	indeed,	relation	is	so	central	to	this	new	anthropological	conception	
of	reality,	and	if,	as	proposed	by	Viveiros	de	Castro,	the	very	notion	of	a	subject	is	but	“an	











philosopher	 eventually	 published	 an	 influential	 book	 that	 accepted	 the	 expression	 from	 its	 very	 title	
(Latour	2005).	He	always	claimed	that	the	intellectual	movement	was	rooted	in	the	study	of	science	and	
technology	 (Laboratory	 Life,	 a	 book	 written	 with	 Steven	 Woolgar	 and	 first	 published	 in	 1979,	 was	 a	
pioneering	work	 in	that	sense).	 It	 is	worth	noting	that	Graham	Harman,	an	 important	representative	of	
OOO,	devoted	a	book	to	Latour’s	metaphysics	(Harman	2009),	and	that	his	own	approach	was	influenced	
by	ANT	(however,	see	Harman	2014	for	the	latest	developments).	
10	A	 term	derived	 from	Algidas	Greimas’s	 semiotics,	 indicating	 a	 semantic	 structure	deeper	 and	not	
limited	to	the	idea	of	the	individual	actor:	because	the	actant	refers	to	the	functions	or	roles	“occupied	by”	








which	 its	 own	 comparisons	 are	 performed12.	 Consequently,	 anthropologists	 must	 be	
constantly	attentive	to	the	specific	practices	in	which	relations	are	performed.	
One	author	who,	more	than	others	associated	with	the	ontological	turn,	has	worked	
intensely	 on	 multiplicity,	 relating	 it	 to	 that	 of	 “practice”,	 is	 Dutch	 anthropologist	
Annemarie	Mol.	Starting	from	another	‘what	is’	question,	namely	“what	is	atherosclerosis	
of	the	lower	limbs?”,	Mol	set	out	to	investigate	how	this	disease	is	done	in	practice:	not	
how	 it	 is	described,	but	how	 it	 is	performed	or,	 rather,	 “enacted”	13.	The	ethnographic	
account	of	her	encounters	with	atherosclerosis	across	different	sites	within	a	university	
hospital	in	the	Netherlands	is	conceived	in	terms	of	a	“praxiography”,	an	“ethnographic	
study	of	 practices”	 (Mol	2002,	 31–32)14.	 This	 is	 because,	 in	her	words,	 “like	 (human)	

















13 	The	 term	 ‘enactment’	 is	 preferred	 to	 ‘performance’	 because	 the	 latter	 bears	 unwieldy	 and	
“inappropriate”	philosophical	implications	and	“resonances”	that	extend	Mol’s	discussion	beyond	the	scope	
she	 has	 set	 for	 herself	 (2002,	 32,	 41).	 Nonetheless,	 the	 influence	 of	 John	 Austin’s	 concept	 of	 “the	
performative”	is	undeniable	in	Mol’s	work	(see	Austin	2009	[1975]).	








does	 is	 a	 study	 of	 “the	 forms	 of	 coordination	 between	 different	 enactments	 of	
atherosclerosis”	(Mol	2002,	71	emphasis	in	the	original),	an	analysis	of	the	work	that	is	
necessary	for	atherosclerosis	to	be	conceived	as	a	stable	entity16.	Praxiography,	then,	is	
also	 the	 study	 of	 where	 and	 how,	 in	 a	 fieldwork	 site,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 speak	 of	
atherosclerosis	in	the	singular.	Thus,	in	Mol’s	case,	the	‘what	is’	question	must	be	deeply	
revisited:	 “somewhere	 along	 the	 way	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 ‘is’	 has	 changed.	
Dramatically.	This	is	what	the	change	implies:	the	new	‘is’	is	one	that	is	situated.	It	doesn’t	
say	what	it	 is	 in	and	of	itself,	 for	nothing	ever	 ‘is’	alone.	To	be	is	to	be	related.	(…)	The	




enactment	 of	 reality,	 Mol’s	 “relational	 non-dualism”	 is	 clearly	 highlighted	 by	 the	 last	
quote.	 Taken	more	 generally,	 her	 claim	 seems	 to	 be	 that	 “things	 not	 only	 can	be,	but	
always	already	are,	other	than	themselves,	and	can	thus	transform	from	one	thing	into	
another”	 (Scott	2013,	864	emphasis	 in	 the	original)17.	Three	points	proceed	 from	this	
strong	 philosophical	 stance:	 1.	 There	 are	 various	 ways	 of	 composing	 an	 entity,	 and	
various	strategies	of	coordination	for	different	versions	of	‘things’	that	normally	go	under	

















18	Compare	Scott’s	own	observations	on	 the	ambiguous	notion	of	 “religion”:	 “for	any	given	purpose,	
therefore,	 religion	must	be	precipitated	 through	ascriptions	of	affinity	and	 incompatibility	with	various	
possible	 others:	 politics,	 art,	 law,	 science,	 culture,	 secularism,	 atheism,	 nihilism,	 humanism,	 animism,	
spirituality,	and	so	on.	But	it	is	precisely	these	analytical	manoeuvres	that	cause	religion	to	splinter	and	
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for	 four	 localized	 traditions:	 a	 name	 that	 indicates	 three	 items	 inscribed	 on	 the	
























“derivation”	 (e.g.	 Kishibe	 1980,	 250)	 or,	 worse,	 “influence”	 –a	word	 that	 is	 often	 left	
semantically	open.	Weak	connotations	of	this	kind	relieve	the	researcher	from	the	burden	
of	 performing	 a	 full-fledged	 comparison,	 providing	 a	 handy	 escape	 from	 the	 issue	 of	
whether	yǎyuè,	aak,	gagaku	 and	nhã	nhạc	may	be	 considered	 local	versions,	different	
enactments,	coexisting	variations	of	a	single	‘thing’.	In	fact,	interrelated	Asian	repertoires	
are	seldom	treated	in	conjunction25.	To	be	sure,	the	distance	separating	yǎyuè,	nhã	nhạc,	
























Williams	 2008,	 40–45).	 Among	 the	 few	 exceptions	 that	 investigated	 the	 relationship	 between	 these	
traditions	 directly,	 see	 (Maceda	 2001)	 for	 a	 strictly	 structuralist	 musicological	 analysis	 and	 (Howard	






yet	 another	 comparison,	 are	 deemed	 similar	 enough	 to	 pertain	 to	 a	 unitary	 rubric.	
Chinese	court	music,	Vietnamese	court	music,	Korean	court	music,	Japanese	court	music:	
local	variations,	or	distinct	but	 comparable	entities?	A	 short	profile	of	 the	 three	 ‘non-
Japanese’	 items	 should	 provide	 the	 information	 necessary	 to	 draw	 some	 tentative	





conception	 of	 “moral	 rectitude”,	 “correctness”	 or	 “virtue”	 strictly	 rooted	 in	 Chinese	
ancient	philosophy,	as	seen	in	the	Chinese	classic	Yueji	(Record	of	Music)	(ca.	5th	century	










“a	national	 tradition	 controlled	by	 court	 officials;	 its	 ritual	 and	musical	 features	were	













through	 the	 distinctive	 sounds	 of	 stone	 chimes,	 bell	 chimes,	 and	 other	 musical	 instruments	 that	














movements	 that	 started	 from	 a	 low	 posture	 while	 the	 yang	 of	 military	 dance	 dictated	movements	
starting	with	the	head	high”	(Howard	2012a,	95).	
According	 to	 the	most	 conservative	musicologists,	 the	 primacy	 of	 Confucian	 ritual	
music	 remained	 a	 constant	 in	 Chinese	 history	 for	 2000	 years:	 “from	 the	 time	
Confucianism	became	the	state	religion	or	philosophy	in	the	Han	dynasty	until	the	1911	
Revolution,	 the	 ritual	 music	 for	 Heaven,	 Earth	 and	 Ancestors	 was	 the	 state	 music”	










by	 centuries	 of	 social,	 political	 and	 cultural	 modifications	 within	 Chinese	 culture.	
Furthermore,	even	in	ancient	times	yǎyuè	was	only	one	of	many	genres	performed	at	the	
	 xiv	
Chinese	 court,	 which	 also	 featured	 popular	music,	 foreign	music,	 banquet	music,	 the	










“Unlike	 Chinese	 yǎyuè	 and	 Japanese	 gagaku	 (both	 written	 with	 the	 same	 Chinese	









musics	 and	 dances	 corresponding	 to	 the	 two	 rites	 have	 been	 designated	 Intangible	
Properties	under	the	more	specific	names	Munmyo	cheryeak	(for	the	Rite	to	Confucius)	
and	Chongmyo	cheryeak	(for	the	Rite	to	Royal	Ancestors).	
A	 closer	 look	 at	 its	 history	 and	 preservation	 dispels	 any	 doubt	 as	 to	 the	 distance	
separating	aak	from	Chinese	(and	other	Asian)	‘court	musics’28.	Brought	to	Korea	through	







rites	 were	 added	 by	 1134,	 and	 by	 1188	 Korean	 melodies	 had	 been	 incorporated”	
(Howard	2012a,	96).	A	subsequent	attempt	to	“restore”	musical	practice	initiated	by	King	
Sejong	(r.	1418-1450	CE)	and	based	on	Chen	Yang's	Yueshu	(Treatise	on	Music)	of	1103,	
resulted	 in	 a	 significant	 rescaling,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 the	 abandonment	 of	 other	 musical	
practices	unorthodox	to	Chinese	traditional	musical	use	before	and	after	the	short	period	
marked	by	the	Dasheng	Institute	(Dashengfu)	(Provine	1992,	97).	Thus,	even	though	it	
seems	 likely	 that	 the	 music	 of	 the	 Confucian	 rituals	 introduced	 to	 Korea	 was	 itself	
essentially	different	from	its	own	predecessors	due	to	the	eccentric	historical	revisions	
made	 by	 the	 Dasheng	 Institute,	 it	would	 appear	 that	 such	 eccentricities	were	 largely	
revised	in	the	course	of	the	15th	century,	and	with	lasting	effects.	In	fact,	the	historical	








The	 Japanese	 and	Manchu	 invasions	of	 the	 late	 16th	 and	early	17th	 centuries	had	 a	
strong	negative	impact	on	the	Confucian	rituals,	once	again	scaling	down	the	number	of	
performers	and	reducing	it	to	the	bare	essentials;	meanwhile,	singing	was	reintroduced	




(Chongmyo)	 and	 to	 Confucius	 were	 permitted	 to	 continue.	 The	 Sacrifice	 to	 Royal	
Ancestors,	in	fact,	had	not	used	aak	(…)	since	the	15th	century”	(Provine	1992,	107).	As	
recently	as	 the	1980s,	 the	performers	of	 the	Courtyard	Ensemble	of	aak	were	 just	17,	
compared	 to	 the	 190	 elements	 of	 1116	 (Provine	 1992,	 110).	Nonetheless,	 it	 is	worth	
noticing	 that	 the	 passionate	 interest	 of	 the	 Japanese	 ethnomusicologist	 Tanabe	Hisao	
(1883-1984)	contributed	to	the	survival	of	aak,	as	he	“used	his	influence	to	improve	the	
	 xvi	
conditions	 of	 Korean	 musicians	 and	 elevate	 the	 prestige	 of	 their	 traditional	 music”	
(Provine	1992,	109).	
As	for	the	performing	style	of	20th-	and	21st-century	aak,	this	is		
“strikingly	distinct	 from	other	 types	of	Korean	music.	There	are	only	 two	melodies,	 each	 thirty-two	
notes	in	length,	though	one	is	performed	in	a	number	of	transpositions.	A	starting	signal	and	a	finishing	
signal,	played	on	drums	and	other	percussion,	is	provided	for	each	performance	of	a	melody.	After	the	
melody	 begins	 each	 melodic	 note	 is	 of	 the	 same	 duration,	 and	 every	 instrument	 follows	 a	 strictly	
consistent	 and	 orderly	 procedure:	 the	 bells	 and	 chimes	 are	 struck	 once	 for	 each	 note,	 the	 wind	
instruments	each	play	each	note	once	and	rise	in	pitch	near	the	end	of	it.	A	clay	bowl	is	struck	in	an	
accelerating	 pattern	 after	 each	 note	 has	 begun	 in	 the	 melodic	 instruments,	 and	 the	 drums	 play	 a	
punctuating	pattern	after	every	four	melodic	notes”	(Provine	1992,	110).		
Provine’s	own	conclusions	about	the	feasibility	of	applying	adjectives	like	“traditional”,	
“authentic”,	 and	 “ancient”	 to	 the	music	described	above	are	 “that	 the	 tradition	of	 this	
music	is	thriving;	that	the	instruments	are	authentic,	descending	directly	from	Chinese	
originals	(and	in	some	cases	the	instruments	themselves	are	hundreds	of	years	old);	and	
that	 the	modern	 performing	 style	 is	 virtually	 all	 Korean,	 rather	 than	 Chinese.	 Recent	




















(Akagawa	 2015,	 167).	Nhã	 nhạc	 then	 developed	 during	 the	 Lê	 dynasty	 (1427-1788),	
when	the	political	shift	resulted	in	a	greater	Chinese	influence	at	the	royal	court.	A	split	
between	popular	 forms	and	courtly	genres	 then	began	 to	emerge,	 exacerbated	by	 the	
influential	 opinion	 of	 Confucian	 scholars	who	mandated	 “that	 the	 elegant	music	 (nhã	
nhạc)	 of	 the	 court	 be	 clearly	 distinguished	 from	 the	 vulgar	 music	 (tục	 nhạc)	 of	
















long	 transverse	 bamboo	 flutes,	 two	mouth	 organs,	 and	 two	 ocarinas.	 The	 large	 ensemble	 included	
twenty	large	drums,	eight	trumpets,	four	large	gongs,	four	small	gongs,	four	conch	trumpets,	and	four	
water-buffalo	horns”	(Nguyē̂n	1998,	470–71).		
Music	 and	 the	 arts	more	 generally	 were	 taken	 up	 again	 by	 the	 Nguyễn	monarchs	
















has	 no	 clear	meaning”	 (Douglas	 2010,	 64).	 It	 is	 worth	 noting	 that	 Japanese	 scholars	
(particularly	 ethnomusicologists)	 were	 and	 still	 are	 instrumental	 in	 the	 process	 of	






to	 the	appropriateness	of	 a	descriptive	category.	 In	 the	end,	 in	 fact,	 establishing	what	
constitutes	each	repertoire	is	less	important	than	deciding	whether	or	not	they	can	all	be	
labeled	‘court	music’	in	the	first	place.	The	problem	addressed	here	is	therefore	not	so	
much	 how	 to	 draw	 precise	 paths	 of	 derivation	 for	 each	 of	 the	 local	 enactment	 of	 a	
common	‘thing’	subsumed	by	the	use	of	the	phrase	‘court	music’,	but	rather	if	a	similar	
line	of	reasoning	is	in	itself	tenable.	That	scholars	of	gagaku	are	painfully	aware	of	such	
a	 conundrum	 is	 evident	 from	 the	 following	 attempt	 by	Endō	Tōru	 (arguably	 the	 best	
gagaku	 historian	 presently	 active	 in	 Japan)	 to	 provide	 a	 definition	 of	 the	 couple	 of	
characters	now	commonly	read	gagaku	in	Japanese:	
“Given	that	the	meaning	of	ga	[雅]	in	‘雅楽’	is	‘correct’	‘positive’,	from	an	etymological	point	of	view	‘雅





















revolutionary	Vietnamese”	 (Akagawa	2015,	 168),	 and	 in	 Japan,	where	 the	 ceremonial	
function	persists	today	(mutatis	mutandis).	Conversely,	it	may	be	perfectly	consistent	to	





an	entity	detached	 from	 its	 local	enactments	but	still	 theoretically	valid	and	complete	
with	 explanatory	 power)	 ceases	 to	 be	 an	 epistemologically	 valid	 notion.	 The	
indeterminacy	 of	 the	 reading	 of	 any	 Chinese	 character	 is	 especially	 helpful	 here:	
maintaining	 their	graphic	appearance	without	providing	any	 specific	 sonic	 realization	
has	the	effect	of	keeping	the	meaning	of	the	characters	open.	And	the	openness	of	this	
peculiar	object,	雅楽,	its	hollowness	of	sorts,	is	unmistakably	perceivable	in	the	case	of	
gagaku.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 thanks	 to	 this	 openness	 that	gagaku	 can	 function	 as	 “a	 ‘floating	







eccentric	 things	 take	place	 at	 the	margins	of	 tradition31.	 It	 is	 this	 sense	of	 precarious	
coordination	that	pushes	us	to	conceive	gagaku	in	terms	of	a	multiple	object,	rather	than	
conceding	to	 its	 fragmentation,	 to	 its	plurality.	 In	 this	sense,	 this	dissertation	 is	not	 	a	
‘deconstruction	 of	 gagaku’	 –although,	 as	 long	 as	 laden	 words	 beginning	 in	 de-	 and	




have	 tried	 to	 demonstrate,	 such	 a	 notion	 loses	 its	 currency	 when	 the	 scale	 of	 the	
comparison	between	its	purported	enactments	is	reduced	from	transnational	to	localized.	
To	 think	of	gagaku	 as	a	multiple	object	 is	 thus,	 in	a	 sense,	 a	way	of	 “staying	with	 the	
trouble”,	to	use,	in	a	more	prosaic	sense,	an	expression	coined	by	Donna	Haraway	(see	
Haraway	2016).	In	light	of	these	considerations,	a	sketch	of	what	the	word	gagaku	refers	
to	 in	 ordinary	 academic	 parlance	 will	 help	 to	 appreciate	 the	 distance	 between	 the	







8th	 century	 together	 with	 the	 Chinese	 writing	 system,	 Buddhist	 scriptures	 and	 ritual	
objects,	and,	crucially,	Buddhist	chanting	(shōmyō)	(Endō	2013,	12–36;	K.	Ono	2013,	42–

















counted	 as	 ‘music’	 in	 ancient	 Japan	 (see	 Kikkawa	 1984b,	 15–48).	 Music	 and	 dances	
introduced	from	the	continent	quickly	came	to	influence	the	‘indigenous’	repertoire,	and	
to	be	influenced	by	it:	during	the	Heian	period	(794-1185),	the	corpus	performed	at	the	
Gagakuryō	was	gradually	 “Japanized”,	and	court	noblemen	 took	an	 interest	 in	playing	
specific	 instruments	privately	(especially	zithers	and	flutes),	compiling	music	scores34,	
and	composing	entirely	new	pieces.	According	to	Endō,	“these	musics,	songs	and	dances	









33 	The	 character	 寮 	 contemplates	 the	 readings	 ryō	 or	 tsukasa,	 and	 indicates	 one	 of	 various	
administrative	structures	in	the	framework	of	the	Ritsuryō	legal	system.	
34 	Including	 the	 famous	 lute	 scores	 Sango	 yōroku	 and	 the	 zither	 scores	 Jinchi	 yōroku	 by	 Fujiwara	
Moronaga	(1138-1192)	(Endō	2013,	42;	Nelson	2012,	17–18).	These	scores	attest	the	degree	to	which	the	
aristocracy	had	mastered	gagaku,	and	give	us	a	sense	of	what	were	the	main	preoccupations	in	writing	












Grapard	 1992),	 often	 during	 solemn	 celebrations	 that	 included	 Buddhist	 chanting36 .	
These	 local	 sites	 of	gagaku	 performance	 and	 transmission	were	 known	 as	gakuso	 or	
gakusho 37 	(Kōshitsu	 Our	 Imperial	 Family	 2008,	 23).	 As	 parallel	 ‘structures	 of	




overall	 organization	 of	 the	 gagaku	 repertoire	 remained	 remarkably	 stable	 over	 the	
centuries	comprised	between	 the	Kamakura	period	 (1185-1333)	and	 the	present.	For	
this	reason,	another	valid	answer	to	the	question	of	what	gagaku	is	consists	in	equating	
it	with	 the	body	of	musics	 and	dances	performed	by	 specialized	musicians	within	 the	
court:	 conceived	 in	 this	way,	 “at	 present,	gagaku	 signifies	 the	whole	body	of	 classical	
music	 and	 dance	 performed	 by	 the	musicians	 of	 the	 Kunaichō	 Shikibushoku	 Gakubu	
(Music	 Department	 of	 the	 Board	 of	 Ceremonies	 of	 the	 Imperial	 Household	 Agency,	
































• kuniburi	 no	 utamai	 [国⾵歌舞]	 –accompanied	 vocal	music	 and	dance	 of	
indigenous	origin	employed	in	imperial	and	Shinto	ceremony;	
• kangen	 [管弦]	and	bugaku	 [舞楽]	–instrumental	music	and	accompanied	
dance	deriving	from	the	ancient	performing	arts	of	the	Asian	mainland;	
• saibara	 [催⾺楽]	 and	 rōei	 [朗詠]	 –genres	 of	 accompanied	 vocal	 music	
originating	at	the	Heian	court	of	the	9th	and	10th	centuries39.	
“The	 second	 category	 is	 divided	 into	 two	 classes	 according	 to	 its	 geographical	 origin.	
Tōgaku	[唐楽],	largely	Chinese,	is	performed	with	dance	as	bugaku	(when	it	is	known	as	
samai	or	sahō	no	mai	[左舞],	‘dance	of	the	Left’).	Komagaku	[⾼麗楽],	largely	Korean,	is	
now	performed	as	a	 rule	only	as	bugaku	 (umai	 or	uhō	 [no	mai]	 [右舞],	 ‘dances	of	 the	
Right’).	The	apparently	symmetrical	balance	is	in	part	illusory:	although	the	number	of	
dances	currently	performed	in	the	two	repertoires	is	approximately	equal,	at	just	under	




‘Japanized’	 foreign	 music	 that	 took	 shape	 during	 the	 Heian	 period’,	 or	 ‘the	 current	
repertoire	of	 the	musicians	active	within	the	 Japanese	Imperial	Household’).	First	and	
foremost,	 the	 classification	 is	 essentially	 a	 combination	 of	 stylistic	 and	 geographical	
criteria:	both	 tōgaku	 and	komagaku	 comprise	danced	pieces	(bugaku),	but	only	 in	 the	
case	 of	 tōgaku	 can	 the	 same	 piece	 be	 performed	 both	 in	 purely	 instrumental	 form	
(kangen)	or	in	conjunction	with	dance40.	One	alternative	and	somewhat	more	consistent	
																																																						
39	Rōei	 are	 “sung	 renditions	 of	 short	 excerpts	 from	 Chinese	 poems	 by	 Chinese	 and	 Japanese	 poets,	
recited	as	a	rule	in	Japanese	word	order”,	while	saibara	are	songs	composed	by	Japanese	authors	in	the	
early	9th	century	which	borrow	their	melodies	from	gagaku’s	instrumental	pieces	(Nelson	2008a,	43,	41).	
However,	 saibara	 were	 probably	 not	 original	 continental	 creations,	 but	 rather	 Japanese	 folk	 songs	
“arranged	in	continental	style	to	produce	new	tōgaku	and	komagaku	pieces”	that	later	served	as	bases	for	







music	 (kangen)	 and	 music	 to	 accompany	 dance	 (bugaku)	 In	 this	 case,	 however,	 the	
danced	 items	of	 the	 indigenous	 repertoire	do	not	 fit	with	 the	 traditional	definition	of	






such	 composers	 as	 Takemitsu	 Tōru,	 John	 Cage	 or	 Karlheinz	 Stockhausen	 are	 notably	
difficult	to	classify	as	gagaku	in	a	straightforward	way	(see	Galliano	2002,	passim).	
Of	course,	this	sort	of	exclusion	can	be	interpreted	as	merely	a	matter	of	insufficient	
historical	distance	or,	which	 is	 the	same,	of	 the	constant	 reshaping	of	a	canon.	Still,	 it	
signals	precise	choices	on	the	part	of	historians	or	musicologists	–choices	that	are	not	





definitions	 point	 toward	 an	 internal	 heterogeneousness	 of	 gagaku:	 in	 this	 sense,	 the	






Heterogeneousness	 aside,	 the	 definitions	 offered	 above	 roughly	 correspond	 to	 the	
mental	 image	 of	 a	 well-read	 Japanese	 listener	 of	 gagaku,	 and	 they	 do	 inform	 most	
understandings	of	the	meaning	of	the	word	even	among	those	who	have	but	a	cursory	
understanding	of	its	sonic	reality.	More	specifically,	I	would	argue	that	in	the	latter	part	




the	 instruments	 used.	 These	 consist	 of	 aerophones,	 cordophones,	 idiophones	 and	




The	 winds	 include	 three	 transverse	 flutes	 (kagurabue,	 ryūteki,	 and	 komabue)	 “of	
lacquered	bamboo,	with	six,	seven	and	six	finger-holes	respectively”;	a	short	double-reed	
pipe	of	 lacquered	bamboo,	 called	hichiriki,	 “with	 seven	 (front)	 and	 two	 (back)	 finger-
holes	 and	 a	 comparatively	 large	 [cane]	 reed”;	 and	 a	 “free	 reed	mouth	 organ	with	 17	
bamboo	pipes	(two	reedless)	inserted	into	a	wind	chamber”,	called	shō	(Nelson	2008b,	
49).	The	strings	comprise	 two	board	zithers	and	a	 lute:	 the	wagon	 is	a	six-string	 long	















two	sticks”,	 called	 shōko,	 and	 “a	pair	of	 clappers	 comprising	 two	 flat	pieces	of	wood”,	
called	shakubyōshi	(Nelson	2008b,	50)42.	






















43	The	 simplest	definition	of	heterophony	 is	 “the	musical	 texture	 characterized	by	 the	 simultaneous	
performance	of	variations	of	the	same	melody”	(Koskoff	2008,	749).	
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the	 ensemble	 and,	 on	 the	 other,	 the	 actual	 role	 fulfilled	 by	 the	 same	 instrument	 at	 a	







calming,	natural	and	so	 forth)	derive	primarily	 from	the	sheer	average	 length	of	most	
pieces,	 as	 well	 as	 from	 their	 slow	 performing	 tempi.	 The	 music	 to	 which	 gagaku	
specialists	and	most	of	its	listeners	generally	refer	is	sonically	imposing	(characterized	
by	 a	 limited	 range	 of	 dynamics,	 roughly	 between	 forte	 and	 fortissimo,	 to	 use	 a	 scale	













the	deepest	 chords	among	 the	general	public	–which,	unlike	both	 Japanese	and	Euro-
American	 commentators,	 is	 mostly	 unconcerned	 with	 the	 musical	 structures	 and	









gagaku’s	 ‘cosmology’	 or	 ‘underlying	worldview’,	 still	marred	 by	 dreadful	 imprecision	
(however,	see	the	careful	exposition	in	Endō	2013,	134–65).	If	much	has	been	said	on	the	
connection	 between	 the	 life	 of	 the	 Heian	 nobility	 (in	 particular	 its	 strictly	 calendric	





In	 the	 end,	 it	 is	 by	 finally	 including	 in	 the	 academic	 discourse	 the	 frequently	
disregarded	 dimension	 of	 the	 actual	 practices	 in	 which	 performers	 and	 audiences	
mutually	 negotiate	 the	 current	meaning	 of	 gagaku	 that	 one	 can	 begin	 to	 unpack	 the	
complexities	of	this	music’s	recent	tendency	to	‘overflow’	the	boundaries	imposed	by	its	
normative	 definitions.	 Through	 some	 of	 its	 least	 predictable	 “affordances”45 ,	 in	 fact,	
gagaku	 has	managed	 to	 stretch	 the	 limits	of	what	 it	may	be,	 spilling	over	unexpected	
sectors	of	Japanese	culture,	‘ending	up’	in	manga,	movies,	anime,	but	also	popular	music,	
and	even	commercial	merchandizing	(see	FIG.3).	Only	by	acknowledging	the	constitutive	


































and	 perfectly	 illustrates	 the	 constitutive	 heterogeneity	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 these	 ancient	
repertoires.	Taking	the	ambiguity	of	gagaku	as	a	starting	point,	this	dissertation	proposes	
to	 consider	 it	 a	 “multiple	 object”	 (Mol	 2002)	 from	 the	 outset,	 thus	 highlighting	 its	
resistance	to	being	grasped	and	defined	as	a	‘thing’.	In	this	new	framework,	conclusions	
can	only	be	localized	and	provisional,	and	intellectual	stances	are	multiplied:	favoring	a	
view	 from	 above	 to	 a	 bird’s-eye	 panorama,	 this	work	 suggests	 that	 situatedness	 and	
reflexivity	 are	 better	 conceptual	 tools	 than	 any	 pretended	 objectivity	 or	 detached	
evaluation.	A	new	ontological	paradigm	for	the	study	of	gagaku	thus	leads	to	alternative,	
decentering	 narratives.	 The	 intellectual	 itinerary	 described	 in	 the	 dissertation	 is	
therefore	far	from	straightforward.	
The	arguments	unfold	 taking	various	directions,	multiplying	the	 lines	of	 flight,	as	 it	
were	(see	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	2005).	The	dissertation	goes	 ‘below	the	ground	level’,	
both	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 searching	 for	 the	 rhizomatic	 historical	 roots	 of	 gagaku’s	
contemporary	multiplicity	(Chapter	2	and	Chapter	3)	and	of	paying	attention	to	certain	
primary	 materials	 employed	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 one	 of	 gagaku	 ’s	 instruments	





the	 ultimate	 seat	 of	 legitimacy	 and	 authenticity	 (Chapter	 3	 and	 Chapter	 5).	 Hardly	







of	 research	 on	 gagaku	 are	 presented	 in	 turn.	 They	 have	 been	 termed	 ‘historical’,	
‘presentational’,	 ‘musicological’	 and	 ‘decentering’.	 Each	 of	 these	 modes	 subsumes	 a	




of	 the	methodologically	 accurate	 and	meticulous	 study	 of	 ancient	 scores;	 and	 4.	 The	
struggle	 to	 deconstruct	 or	 counterbalance	 overwhelmingly	 centralized,	 ideologically-









mutual	 overflowing	 shows	 both	 how	 different	 modes	 of	 knowledge-production	
constitute	 different	 objects	 for	 themselves,	 and	 how	 the	 single-person	 object	 gagaku	
cannot	 be	 pinned	 down	 and	 described	 in	 essentialist	 terms,	 because	 its	 multiplicity	
exceeds	the	stability	imposed	by	one	predetermined	approach.	
Any	decentering	operation	 rests	 logically	 on	 a	 center,	 evoked	 and	 contested	 in	 the	
same	breath.	A	decentered	approach	to	gagaku,	too,	assumes	a	centralized	structure,	and	
in	a	way	positions	itself	at	the	peripheral	end	of	a	system.	However,	the	presupposition	












decentering	 of	 gagaku	 with	 a	 portrayal	 of	 how	 a	 unified,	 centralized,	 normative	
interpretation	of	it	came	into	being.	Indeed,	many	specialists	now	agree	in	recognizing	
1870	as	a	watershed	moment,	the	“birth	of	modern	gagaku”	(Tsukahara	2009;	M.	Ono	
2016;	 see	 also	 Terauchi	 2010;	 Nelson	 2008b).	 Oftentimes,	 Japanese	 accounts	 of	 the	
consequences	of	the	Meiji	restoration	on	court	music	employ	expressions	that	refer	to	a	
stoppage,	 such	 as	 haishi	 (“abolition”,	 “suppression”),	 danzetsu	 (“interruption”,	




the	 activities	 of	 the	 Office	 of	Gagaku	 at	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 20th	 century	 reveals	 that	 the	
situation	was	much	more	complex.	For	this	reason,	Chapter	2	explores	the	connection	








But	 for	all	 the	ordering,	 systematizing	and	centralizing	 that	 characterized	 the	Meiji	
period,	 the	 genealogy	 of	 contemporary	 ‘Japanese	 court	 music’	 is	 far	 simple	 and	
straightforward.	Examining	 the	participation	of	gagaku	musicians	 in	 the	 creation	of	 a	
repertoire	of	nursery	school	songs,	for	instance,	reveals	a	creative	aspect	of	their	lives	too	
often	obscured	by	their	primary	role	as	bearers	of	the	tradition.	Similarly,	the	fact	that	







by	 Japanese	gagaku	 scholars	 such	 as	 Terauchi	Naoko	 and	Takuwa	 Satoshi,	which	 the	 author	 seems	 to	
ignore.	
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the	other,	 the	pressing	“westernization”	of	 the	musical	scene,	 these	 interpreters	 faced	
“the	challenge	of	bi-musicality”	(Hood	1960)	reaching	a	remarkable	level	of	 literacy	in	
more	than	one	artistic	idiom.	The	chapter	thus	highlights	the	many	ways	in	which	gagaku	
came	 to	 be	 perceived	 as	 the	 sonorous	 embodiment	 of	 the	 forces	 driving	 social	 and	
political	 change,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 exposing	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 selective	 process	
leading	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 the	modern	 category	 of	 “Japanese	 court	music”	was	 highly	
selective.	Gagaku	did	not	crystallize	as	a	chemical	solution	would	‘precipitate’	into	a	solid	
state;	 rather,	 its	 heterogeneity	 was	 reduced	 in	 a	 process	 that	 substantially	 effaced	
multiplicity	and	complexity.	
Chapter	3	marks	the	beginning	of	a	shift	 in	 focus,	 from	nationwide	tendencies	and	
processes	to	more	localized	narratives.	Before	1870,	the	geographical	distribution	of	the	
most	 important	 groups	 of	gagaku	 practitioners	was	 significantly	 different:	 in	 fact,	 all	
three	of	the	most	important	centers	of	gagaku	production	were	located	in	the	western	
region	of	Kansai.	Here,	a	 ‘gagaku	 triangle’	 comprising	 the	modern-day	cities	of	Kyoto,	
Osaka	and	Nara	was	the	veritable	cradle	of	this	ancient	performing	art.	Because	of	the	








modern	 and	 contemporary	 gagaku.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 a	 nearly	 forgotten	 history	 of	
musical	practices	in	western	Japan	is	presented	jointly	for	the	first	time.	The	modern	and	













out	by	Nanto	gakuso,	a	group	of	practitioners	 that	 inherited	 the	 long	history	of	 “Nara	
gagaku”	(see	Kasagi	2008).	The	appearance	of	a	first-person	perspective	in	the	narrative	
is	mitigated	 by	 a	 careful	 consideration	 of	 the	 group’s	 organizational	 aspects:	 starting	
from	an	ethnographic	account	of	what	it	means	to	be	an	‘amateur’,	the	chapter	proposes	
a	 typology	of	Nanto	gakuso	practitioners	 that	moves	back	and	 forth	between	etic	and	
emic	concepts	(for	the	former,	see	especially	Hennion	2001;	2015).	The	second	half	of	the	
chapter	explores	the	significance	of	place	and	space	in	the	practice	of	gagaku.	In	fact,	the	
complex	 process	 of	 becoming	 a	 practitioner	 is	 inseparable	 from	 a	 distinctive	 way	 of	
inhabiting	the	space	where	the	practice	unfolds.	As	in	many	other	genres	of	traditional	
performing	art,	a	“community	of	practice”	(Lave	and	Wenger	1991)	reinforces	its	internal	





years	spent	on	 the	 field	with	Nanto	gakuso	 led	me	 to	consider	more	closely	 the	sonic	





but	 also	 Cusick	 2013).	 Within	 a	 framework	 that	 in	 many	 ways	 resembles	 Steve	
Goodman’s	notion	of	“vibrational	ontology”	(see	Goodman	2010),	I	stress	the	importance	
of	gaining	a	greater	awareness	of	the	(Deleuzian)	affective	potential	represented	by	the	




enacted	 in	 the	 field.	 In	 sum,	 I	maintain	 that	 the	experience	of	 ethnographic	 fieldwork	
within	gagaku	highlights	the	power	of	sound	to	affect	the	researcher	first	and	foremost	
through	his	or	her	body.	For	its	markedly	anthropological	character,	then,	Chapter	4	can	
be	 considered	 the	 fullest	 exposition	 of	 my	 investigation	 into	 the	 local	 enactments	 of	
present-day	gagaku.	
But	 putting	 the	 accent	 on	 the	 tangibility	 of	 gagaku	 as	 ‘sound	 enacted’	 also	means	
signaling	 the	 limitations	 of	 approaches	more	 emphatically	 centered	 on	 the	 intangible	
aspect	of	music.	After	all,	music	is	made	thanks	to	instruments,	hands,	air	and	muscular	




and	 Osaka	 where	 the	 materials	 used	 to	 produce	 the	 reeds	 of	 the	 oboe	 hichiriki	 are	
harvested.	Here,	a	threat	to	the	survival	of	the	precious	reeds	(and	consequently	to	the	
sound	of	gagaku	itself)	was	linked	to	a	complex	‘preservation	discourse’	surrounding	the	
safeguarding	 of	 the	 natural	 environment,	 eventually	 creating	 complex	 ‘mutual	
affordances’	between	music	and	nature.	Situating	the	debate	within	the	larger	context	of	
the	 privatization	 of	 the	 Japanese	 highway	 system	 (see	Waley	 2005;	Asano	2007),	 the	
chapter	introduces	the	main	actors	in	the	ongoing	dispute	over	the	fate	of	Udono’s	reed	
bed	–the	area	where	the	canes	used	in	the	production	of	the	hichiriki	reeds	(rozetsu)	are	
harvested.	 These	 primary	 actors	 and	 stakeholders	 are	 the	Udono	Reed	Bed	Research	
Center,	championed	by	Koyama	Hiromichi,	a	local	botanist	and	environmentalist,	and	a	
quasi-private	 corporation,	 NEXCO	 West.	 Based	 on	 numerous	 interviews	 with	 the	
members	 of	 the	 Udono	 Reed	 Bed	 Research	 Center,	 complemented	 by	 participant	
observation	 as	 well	 as	 by	 a	 close	 reading	 of	 the	 official	 documentation	 provided	 by	
NEXCO,	the	chapter	shows	the	extent	to	which	gagaku	has	exceeded	the	confines	of	music	
studies.	 In	Udono,	what	at	 first	seems	like	an	eminently	 local	 issue	reveals	 itself	as	an	
intensely	 political	matter	 that	weaves	 together	 tangible	 and	 intangible,	 revealing	 just	
how	much	gagaku	can	be	decentered,	and	what	this	decentering	might	entail.	
Overall,	the	dissertation	marks	a	substantial	departure	from	the	conventional	ways	in	
which	 gagaku	 has	 been	 investigated	 so	 far.	 While	 earlier	 accounts	 largely	 took	 for	
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granted	the	equation	between	gagaku	and	 ‘Japanese	court	music’,	aligning	themselves	
with	 an	 image	 of	 immutability	 consecrated	 by	 international	 organizations	 such	 as	
UNESCO48,	my	own	approach	assumes	from	the	start	the	multiplicity	of	this	performing	
art,	 showing	 that	 its	 ability	 to	 remain	 vital	 is	 based	 in	 the	 renegotiation	 of	 its	 own	
boundaries.	 Returning	 to	 the	 theoretical	 plane,	 the	 Conclusion	 highlights	 how	 an	
application	of	this	new	ontological	paradigm	may	result	in	the	production	of	alternative,	
fluid	 topologies	 of	 local	 sites	 that	 have	 remained	 at	 the	margins	 of	 official	 academic	
narratives	and	normative	maps	of	gagaku.	Shifting	across	different	scales	and	different	
ways	 of	 composing	 gagaku,	 this	 dissertation	 demonstrates	 that	 overflows,	
heterogeneities	and	eccentricities	are	crucial	elements	of	its	present	state	of	becoming.	
These	 topological	 images	 are	 especially	 suited	 to	 describe	 the	 case	 studies	 presented	
throughout	the	thesis,	notably	because	they	resonate	with	the	unorthodox	character	of	
many	of	the	topics	introduced.	
A	 brief	 discussion	 of	 some	 additional	 “untraditional”	 representations	 of	 gagaku	 in	
contemporary	 Japan	 opens	 the	 discussion	 to	 future	 developments.	 In	 fact,	 broader	
explorations	 of	 the	 “contemporary	 gagaku	 scene”	 are	 dearly	 needed,	 and	 could	


































has	been,	 or	will	 become.	A	meta-theoretical	 starting	point	 that	 is	 not	 a	 conventional	
literature	 review,	 then,	 but	 rather	 an	 exercise	 in	 drawing	 the	 contours	 of	 a	 mutual	
interlocking	between	objects	and	research	methodologies.	
Some	 twenty	 years	 ago,	 Richard	 Howitt	 suggested	 to	 take	 more	 seriously	 the	
homology	 between	 the	 musical	 and	 geographical	 concepts	 of	 “scale”,	 noticing	 that	
“musical	 scales	 provide	 a	 useful	 metaphor	 for	 understanding	 the	 ways	 in	 which	











“key”2.	 Like	 the	 relations	 between	 notes	 of	 a	 scale	 bring	 to	mind	 the	 proportionality	
inherent	 to	 the	 geographical	 concept	 of	 scale,	 so	 too	 the	 different	weight	 assigned	 to	
certain	notes	in	relation	to	a	“modal	center”	can	function	as	an	analogical	model	of	how	
different	 strands	 of	 research	 on	 gagaku	 operate.	 This	 chapter	 thus	 introduces	 four	
“modes”	of	gagaku	representation,	four	“meta-genres”3:	the	historical,	the	presentational,	
the	 musicological	 and	 the	 decentering.	 Each	 of	 these	 modes	 subsumes	 a	 number	 of	
























genre	 to	 a	 ‘stage	art’	 that	 could	be	appreciated	 in	purely	 aesthetic	 terms	and	directly	
observed	indoors	(a	phenomenon	that	has	been	thoroughly	examined	by	Terauchi	Naoko	
and	Tsukahara	Yasuko).	These	processes	expanded	gagaku’s	 ‘basin’	of	aficionados	and	
non-professional	 performers	 to	 the	 point	 of	 rendering	 necessary	 a	 new	 type	 of	
publications,	conceived	with	the	clear	purpose	of	presenting	‘Japanese	court	music’	to	a	
public	 of	 non-specialists.	 Thence	 the	 choice	 of	 the	 term	 ‘presentational’,	 not	 to	 be	
confused	 with	 ethnomusicologist	 Thomas	 Turino’s	 concept	 of	 “presentational	
performance”	(Turino	2008):	while	his	phrase	refers	specifically	to	music	“involving	one	
group	 of	 people	 (the	 artists)	 providing	 music	 for	 another	 (the	 audience)”	 with	




from	 more	 ‘scholastic’	 or	 ‘academic’	 approaches.	 It	 is	 not	 by	 accident	 that	 the	 term	
presentational	 recalls	 gagaku’s	 representations.	 In	 fact,	 a	 number	 of	 these	 studies	
employs	pictures,	charts	and	visual	aids	that	help	conveying	their	message	clearly.	These	
representations	 of	 gagaku,	 in	 turn,	 are	 open	 to	 the	 influence	 of	 media	 depictions	 of	




is	not	 intended	as	a	precise	marker	of	disciplinary	affiliation.	 If	 that	was	 the	case,	 the	
mode	should	be	further	classified	according	to	the	internal	theoretical	or	methodological	
choice	made	by	this	or	that	author	(performance	practice	is	not	the	same	thing	as	cultural	
musicology).	 In	 a	 technical	 sense,	 it	might	 be	 possible	 to	 opt	 for	 the	 term	 ‘analytical’	
instead	of	‘presentational’,	signaling	the	similarity	between	the	techniques	deployed	by	
the	 scholars	quoted	below	and	 those	of	musical	 analysis.	But	 these	 techniques	 are	 so	





weakened.	All	 in	 all,	 then,	 ‘musicological’	 seems	 to	be	a	 sufficiently	overarching	 term,	
while	at	the	same	time	convincingly	directing	the	attention	toward	the	crucial	element	
common	 to	 the	 studies	quoted	here,	namely	 the	 importance	 they	attribute	 to	musical	
parameters	conceptualized	musicologically.	
4.	 The	 struggle	 to	 deconstruct	 or	 counterbalance	 overwhelmingly	 centralized,	
ideologically-charged	 representations	 of	 gagaku	 through	 various	 examinations	 of	 its	
lesser-known	 facets	 is	 the	 common	denominator	 of	 the	 analyses	 grouped	 together	 as	
‘decentering’.	The	decentering	efforts	can	be	thematic,	theoretical,	methodological,	but	it	
typically	 entails	 a	 critique	of	 the	 limitations	 inherent	 to	 the	notion	of	 ‘Japanese	 court	
music’.	Undercurrents	and	traditionally	dismissed	topics	are	thus	taken	up	with	the	aim	
of	showing	 the	diversity	of	gagaku,	 eliciting	new	paths	 for	 its	study.	These	efforts	are	





and	 should	 be	 understood	 as	 the	 most	 open	 to	 reformulations	 of	 its	 features	 and	
boundaries.	Its	hybrid	character	is	in	line	with	the	theoretical	approach	highlighted	in	the	







Research	 trends	 that	will	 not	 be	 taken	 into	 consideration,	 because	 they	do	not	 fall	
within	 the	 bounds	 of	 the	 four	 modes	 presented	 below,	 include:	 the	 study	 of	 the	
relationship	between	gagaku	and	Japanese	literature4;	the	neglected	exploration	of	the	
																																																						
4 	One	 title	 that	 has	 become	 a	 standard	 reference,	 whose	 mention	 at	 least	 seems	 indispensable,	 is	




















on	 the	 other	 hand,	 are	 both	more	 varied	 and	more	 consistent:	 because	 of	 the	 sheer	
number	 of	 publications	 available,	 it	 is	 easier	 to	 identify	 specific	 trends,	 and	 a	
comparatively	 longer	history	of	 research	on	 Japanese	music	 justifies	more	specialized	
research	topics.	








(2008a;	 and	 2008b)	 makes	 the	 connection	 explicit,	 but	 continues	 to	 treat	 the	 two	 in	 parallel	 (thus	
fundamentally	as	distinct)	instead	of	jointly.	
6	The	most	famous	example	being	the	suite	Shūteiga	ichigu	(In	and	Autumn	Garden)	by	Takemitsu	Tōru	



















what	 we	 see	 today	 as	 a	 reflexive	 endeavor	 was	 in	 fact	 originally	 conceived	 in	 more	











gakusho) 10 	(Endō	 et	 al.	 2006,	 110–11),	 the	 other	 two	 being	 Taigenshō	 (1512)	 by	

















the	 three	books	 to	 a	 spring,	 a	multitude	of	 brooks,	 and	 an	ocean	 (quoted	 in	Kikkawa	
















the	Way	 of	Music,	 Shinsen	 gakudō	 ruijū	 taizen)	 and	 by	 Ogawa	Morinaka	 (1769-1823)	
(Items	of	Song	and	Dance,	Kabu	hinmoku)	included	texts	on	gagaku	(Nelson	2002,	588)12.	
Other	notable	examples	of	early	modern	miscellaneous	compendia	are	the	Gunsho	ruijū	
and	 the	Zoku	 gunsho	 ruijū,	 compiled	 by	Hanawa	Hokiichi	 (1746-1821)	 (Nelson	 2002,	
																																																						
11	A	digitalized	version	of	Gakkaroku	is	available	online	through	the	collection	of	the	National	Institute	
for	 Japanese	 Literature:	 http://base1.nijl.ac.jp/iview/Frame.jsp?DB_ID=G0003917KTM&C_CODE=0281-





587).	 Many	 of	 the	 sources	 collected	 in	 these	 two	 multivolume	 endeavors	 deal	 with	





positive	 reverberations	 on	 court	music:	 broader	 sectors	 of	 the	 population	 acquired	 a	






a	 preoccupation	 with	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 gagaku	 interacted	 with	 the	 particular	
sociocultural	characteristics	of	Tokugawa	Japan.		
In	the	following	200	years	or	so,	publications	devoted	to	gagaku	were	marked	by	a	
mixture	 of	 continuity	 and	 discontinuity	 with	 their	 premodern	 and	 early	 modern	
counterparts.	While	thoroughness	and	inclusivity,	modeled	on	the	three	great	books	on	
gagaku,	 remained	 central,	 authors	 also	 became	 increasingly	 conscious	 of	 the	 ongoing	
formation	 of	 a	wider	 public	 of	 non-specialists.	 This	 growing	 public	would	 eventually	
constitute	an	audience	less	interested	in	the	details	of	the	performing	practice	and	more	
concerned	with	specific	historical	and	aesthetic	 facets	that	could	contribute	to	a	 fuller	
appreciation	 of	 gagaku	 as	 ‘art	 music’	 (Endō	 et	 al.	 2006,	 139) 13 .	 At	 the	 same	 time,	
heightened	 contacts	 with	 European	 and	 American	 disciplines	 brought	 about	 a	
transformation	of	the	ways	in	which	intellectual	discourses	on	gagaku	were	conducted.	
In	 fact,	 the	 formation	 of	 disciplinary	 fields	 modeled	 on	 their	 ‘Western’	 counterparts	






gakari)	 in	1879	 (Kikkawa	1984d,	177).	As	 late	as	1926,	Tanabe	Hisao	 (in	his	Essays	on	 Japanese	Music	




theoretical	 premises	 and	methodological	 tools:	 accordingly,	while	 still	 in	 the	making,	
(Japanese)	 ethnology,	musicology	and	 the	history	of	music	 all	 began	 to	 tackle	gagaku	
from	their	own	exclusive	standpoints.	
At	this	time,	hybrid	texts	began	to	appear	that	reflected	these	magmatic,	intertwined	
currents,	 still	 retaining	 discernible	 traces	 of	 the	 underlying	 preoccupation	 with	





Paris	 in	1878	 for	 the	 third	Paris	World	Fair	 (Exposition	Universelle)	 (Tsukahara	2013,	
230).	Another	 of	 these	precursors	 of	 20th-century	overviews	of	gagaku	was	 the	1884	
Report	 on	 the	Results	 of	 the	Music	 Investigation	Committee	 (Ongaku	 torishirabe	 gakari	
seiseki	shinpōsho),	a	text	especially	interesting	because	of	its	portrayal	of	court	music	as	




(Hōgaku	 chōsa	 gakari)	 shortly	 after	 its	 creation	 in	 1907	 is	 yet	 another	 notable	
representative	of	this	period.	The	Memorandum	served	as	a	detailed	explanation	of	the	
methods	employed	during	the	activities	of	transcription	and	transnotation	of	part	of	the	
gagaku	 repertoire	 (see	 Chapter	 2),	 but	 it	 also	 included	 a	 succinct	 overview	 of	 court	
music’s	main	musicological	features	(such	as	information	on	modes,	scales,	tunings	and	
performing	techniques)	(Terauchi	2010,	45–51).	Written	at	the	turn	of	the	19th	century,	
all	of	 these	 texts	were	crucial	 to	 the	establishment	of	a	narrative	surrounding	gagaku	
which	placed	it	at	the	origin	of	Japanese	music	history14.	









modern	 gagaku”,	 a	 watershed	 moment	 that	 punctuates	 the	 overall	 ‘flow’	 of	 gagaku	
history	 (Tsukahara	 2009,	 42;	 Terauchi	 2010).	 The	 work	 of	 Tsukahara	 is	 especially	
important,	 in	 that	 it	 convincingly	 links	 the	 remodeling	 of	 the	 court’s	 rituals	 to	 the	
formation	of	a	new	identity	for	gagaku,	one	in	which	the	relationship	with	the	imperial	




turn	of	 the	20th	century15.	Terauchi’s	aptly	 titled	Gagaku	 in	Modern	and	Contemporary	
Japan	(Gagaku	no	‘kindai’	to	‘gendai’)	(2010).	is	broader	in	scope,	and	delineates	a	cultural	
history	 of	 gagaku	 spanning	 from	 1870	 to	 the	 present.	 Both	 books	 shed	 light	 on	 the	














stated	 clearly	 that	 “as	 it	 is	 performed	 today,	 the	 music	 is	 largely	 the	 result	 of	 a	
systematization	of	the	late	nineteenth	century”	(2008a,	37),	and	that	“the	gagaku	that	we	














the	 complex	 relationship	 between	 his	 work	 and	 the	 colonial	 project	 of	 Japanese	
nationalism	in	East	Asia	(see	Hosokawa	1998;	Atkins	2010,	127–30;	Suzuki	2013).	With	
the	exception	of	a	few	isolated	instances	in	which	specific	elements	were	studied	in	great	
detail	 (especially	 Hirade	 1959a;	 1959b;	 1959c;	 1959d),	 early	 works	 on	 gagaku	 by	
authors	such	as	Tanabe	(from	the	1910s),	Koizumi	Fumio	(in	the	1940s)	and	Kikkawa	
Eishi	can	be	read	as	attempts	to	establish	both	its	centrality	within	the	history	of	Japanese	
music	 and	 a	 mature	 disciplinary	 platform	 to	 conduct	 research	 on	 it	 (see	 especially	
Koizumi	 1958;	 Tanabe,	 Kikkawa,	 and	 Hirade	 1955).	 In	 other	 words,	 these	 research	
endeavors	were	instrumental	in	producing	a	fully-fledged	‘history	of	Japanese	music’17.	
After	 the	 war,	 two	 major	 developments	 that	 prompted	 a	 progressive	 boom	 of	
publications	related	to	gagaku	were	its	designation	as	“Intangible	Cultural	Property”	in	
1955	 following	 the	 promulgation	 of	 the	 Law	 for	 the	 Protection	 of	 Cultural	 Properties	
(1950)	18,	and	the	 inauguration	of	 the	new	National	Theater	 in	Tokyo	in	1966	(for	the	
former,	see	Thornbury	1997;	Akagawa	2016;	for	the	latter,	Terauchi	2008).	These	events	
provided	 the	 social	 stimulus	 necessary	 to	 establish	 the	 foundations	 of	 today’s	
unprecedented	public	 appreciation	of	 ‘Japanese	 court	music’.	 The	 varying	quality	 and	
sheer	 number	 of	 publications	 that	 resulted	 makes	 their	 encompassing	 review	 a	
challenging,	 even	 daunting	 task.	 However,	 because	 such	 a	 systematic	 endeavor	 has	





18 	See	 the	 entry	 “Gagaku”	 in	 the	 digital	 database	 of	 Japanese	 cultural	 properties:	
http://kunishitei.bunka.go.jp/bsys/maindetails.asp	(accessed	September	5,	2016).	








Between	 the	 1950s	 and	 1970s,	 two	 fundamental	 English-language	 books	 were	




revised	 edition),	 Eta	 Harich-Schneider’s	 A	 History	 of	 Japanese	 Music	 (1973)	 was	
consistently	 historical,	with	 the	 topic	 of	gagaku	 taken	up	 repeatedly	 throughout.	 In	 a	
sense,	 then,	 the	 treatment	 of	 gagaku	 in	 English	 reflected	 the	 tendencies	 that	
characterized	 Japanese	 scholarship	 in	 the	 postwar-years:	 a	 more	 straightforwardly	
historical	 perspective	 existed	 alongside	 a	 broader,	 more	 encompassing	 approach.	
Kishibe’s	 The	 Traditional	 Music	 of	 Japan	 (published	 in	 English)	 (1984,	 32–44),	 for	
example,	 briefly	 covers	 the	 main	 aspects	 of	 gagaku’s	 repertoire	 and	 presents	 its	
instruments,	while	Kikkawa’s	History	of	Japanese	Music	(Nihon	ongaku	no	rekishi)	(1965,	
22–92)	 breaks	 down	 the	 various	 components	 of	 court	music	 and	 introduces	 them	 as	
instances	 of	 a	 broader	 trend	 to	 assimilate	 mainland	 Asian	 culture 20 .	 Both	 are	
representative	of	the	gradual	process	that	led	to	the	establishment	of	a	standard	way	of	
presenting	 and	 representing	 gagaku:	 namely,	 its	 inclusion	 into	 a	 linear	 historical	
exposition	of	the	chronological	flow	of	Japanese	(traditional)	music21.	
Important	examples	of	this	crystallization	of	the	historical	mode	into	the	disciplinary	
bounds	of	 the	history	of	 Japanese	music	conceived	as	a	separate	discipline	 include	an	
edited	volume	published	in	collaboration	with	the	National	Theater,	in	which	some	of	the	
best	 scholars	 of	 Japanese	 music	 (Kikkawa	 Eishi,	 Yokomichi	 Mario,	 Koizumi	 Fumio,	







the	sections	dedicated	 to	 “ancient	and	early	medieval	performing	arts”	of	 the	most	 important	works	 in	
English	on	Japanese	theater:	Ortolani’s	The	Japanese	Theater	(1995	especially	Chapters	3,	4	and	5)	and	the	
recently	published	A	History	of	Japanese	Theatre	edited	by	Jonah	Salz	(see	Terauchi	2016).	




performing	 arts	 synthetically	 (Kokuritsu	 gekijō	 jigyōbu	 sendenka	 1974;	 see	 also	 the	
Italian	 translation	Hoshi	 et	 al.	 1996).	As	was	 the	 case	with	Kikkawa’s	1965	 text,	 here	
Kishibe	 treats	gagaku	 as	 part	 of	 the	 “ancient	music”	 of	 the	 archipelago.	 Albeit	 in	 the	
context	 of	 a	 similarly	 historical	 project	 (this	 time	much	 larger	 in	 scale)	 Ogi	 Mitsuo’s	




conceptually	 odd	 (for	 its	 ‘meta-meta-theoretical’	 character)	 has	 at	 least	 the	 merit	 of	
showing	 a	 number	 of	 shifts	 over	 the	 past	 150	 years:	while	 until	 the	Meiji	 period	 the	
cumulative	 body	 of	 knowledge	 on	 ‘Japanese	 court	 music’	 relied	 heavily	 on	 the	 three	
“great	books”,	after	1870	the	musicians	of	the	Office	of	Gagaku	started	to	produce	new	
comprehensive	overviews	under	the	influence	of	emerging	disciplines	modeled	on	Euro-
American	 counterparts.	 On	 the	 basis	 of	 these	 developments,	 a	 fully-fledged	 historical	
paradigm	became	the	dominant	stance	toward	the	study	of	gagaku,	which	was	central	
both	 to	 Japanese	 projects	 of	 “East	 Asian	 colonial	 modernity”	 (see	 de	 Ferranti	 and	





This	 more	 inclusive	 tendency	 is	 reflected	 in	 what	 can	 be	 considered	 the	 utmost	
canonical	sources	for	the	study	of	Japanese	traditional	music:	the	entries	related	to	Japan	
in	the	New	Grove	Dictionary	of	Music	and	Musicians	(see	especially	Hughes	2002;	A.	Marett	
2002)	 and	 the	 articles	 of	 the	 7th	 volume	 of	 the	Garland	 Encyclopedia	 of	World	Music	
(Nelson	 2002;	 Terauchi	 2002).	 In	 Japanese,	 however,	 standard	 references	 like	 the	
Encyclopedia	of	 Japanese	Traditional	Music	 (Hōgaku	hyakka	 jiten)	 (especially	M.	Gamō	
1984)	and	the	Dictionary	of	Japanese	Music	(Nihon	ongaku	daijiten)	(Hirano,	Kamisangō,	
and	 Gamō	 1989)	 attest	 to	 the	 persistence	 of	 the	 historical	 mode,	 as	 does	 Nelson’s	
																																																						
22	That	is	not	to	say	that	such	elements	were	entirely	absent	from	earlier	sources:	for	example,	ancient	












With	 the	 advent	 of	 the	Meiji	 restoration	 and	 the	 creation	of	 a	 centralized	Office	 of	
Gagaku	in	1870,	the	process	of	popularization	of	court	music	initiated	in	the	Edo	period	
received	a	formidable	acceleration,	which	resulted	both	in	the	multiplication	of	groups	of	
amateur	 practitioners	 and	 in	 the	 spreading	 of	 publications	 primarily	 concerned	with	
helping	the	general	population	to	familiarize	with	a	performing	art	until	then	far	removed	
from	the	everyday	life	of	the	people	(see	Terauchi	2010,	vi–viii).	One	of	the	results	of	this	
rapidly	 changing	 attitude	 toward	 court	music	was	 the	 development	 of	 a	 new	way	 of	
introducing	gagaku	to	a	broader	public.	
This	 new	 mode,	 which	 I	 describe	 as	 ‘presentational’,	 is	 dominant	 today,	 and	 is	
characterized	by	the	assumption,	often	expounded	in	prefaces	or	introductions,	that	in	





same	 ones	 of	 more	 specialized,	 scholarly	 articles.	 One	 interesting	 aspect	 of	 the	











multiplication	of	 the	means	 through	which	 information	was	 spread.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	





steadily	 both	 in	 terms	 of	 number	 of	 pages	 and	 of	 the	 quality	 of	 its	 contents.	 It	 ran	
continuously	until	1994,	though	with	occasional	gaps	of	a	year	or	more	in	between	issues.	
It	 also	 became	 increasingly	 specialized,	 and	 its	 overall	 scholarly	 value	 is	 still	
acknowledged	 today.	At	 the	 same	 time,	Gagakukai	made	 significant	 efforts	 to	 reach	 a	
broader	 public,	 incorporating	 articles	 in	 English	 and	 providing	 a	 section	 that	 listed	
important	upcoming	concerts	and	publications.	





performers	 such	 as	Miyata	Mayumi	 and	 Shiba	 Sukeyasu;	 sections	with	 questions	 and	










turning	 into	 a	 paradigm,	 the	 first	 volumes	 solely	 dedicated	 to	 ‘Japanese	 court	music’	
started	to	appear.	One	antecedent	was	Ōno	Chūryū’s	Gagaku	(1942),	a	highly	personal	



















also	 characterizes	 Kikkawa’s	 overall	 presentation	 of	 gagaku	 in	 a	 collective	 project	




In	more	recent	years,	 the	various	 tendencies	outlined	so	 far	were	recombined.	The	
emergence	 of	 introductory	 books	 especially	 dedicated	 to	 gagaku	 and	 the	 growing	















Since	 the	 2000s,	 the	 publishing	 company	 Ongaku	 no	 tomosha	 has	 produced	 agile	
reference	 books	 that	 tackle	 “Japanese	 music”	 in	 its	 entirety,	 either	 understood	 as	
“traditional	music”	(including	the	musics	of	ethnic	minorities	in	Okinawa	and	Hokkaidō),	
or	as	 the	music	composed	and	performed	within	 the	borders	of	 Japan	(thus	 including	
music	composed	through	interactions	with	the	so-called	‘Western	classical	repertoire’).	
In	this	context,	Fukui	(2006)	relegates	the	historical	side	of	gagaku	to	a	few	tables	and	






sections	 that	 present	 its	materials,	 its	 theory,	 and	 its	 systems	 of	 transmission	 (Endō	
2008).	
The	growing	interest	in	gagaku	as	a	‘stand-alone’	subject	for	academic	monographs,	




Tōgi	 Toshiharu’s	An	 Invitation	 to	 Gagaku	 (Gagaku	 e	 no	 shōtai)	 (1999a),	 for	 example,	
represents	 the	most	 agile	 and	 accessible	 text	 on	 the	 subject	 available	 today.	 Skillfully	
combining	interviews	with	performers	and	artisans,	descriptions	of	the	main	performing	
subgenres,	and	a	particularly	effective	use	of	pictures,	the	book	never	takes	for	granted	
what	 gagaku	 is,	 and	 manages	 to	 tackle	 its	 readers’	 curiosity	 by	 incorporating	
unconventional	 themes	 such	 as	 the	modern	 reconstruction	 of	 dance	movements	 and	
costumes.	






of	 anecdotes,	 historical	 facts	 and	 technical	 descriptions	 of	musicological	 components.	
Oshida’s	 An	 Invitation	 to	 Gagaku	 (1984)	 is	 much	 more	 thorough.	 His	 volume	 is	
particularly	 interesting	 because	 of	 its	 inclusion	 of	 Confucian	 ritual	 music	 among	 the	
“sources”	of	gagaku	(Oshida	1984,	36–53).	Although	we	now	know	that	gagaku	consisted	
since	its	inception	not	in	Confucian	ritual	music,	but	in	songs	and	dances	to	accompany	
banquets	 (Endō	 2004,	 17)	 (see	 the	 Introduction),	 the	 presence	 of	 this	 little-explored	
aspect	in	Oshida’s	book	is	indicative	of	the	author’s	encompassing	approach.	
The	 influence	 of	 a	 more	 markedly	 historical	 mode	 resonates	 in	 the	 Illustrated	
Introductory	 Dictionary	 of	 Gagaku	 (Zusetsu	 gagaku	 nyūmon	 jiten)	 (Endō	 et	 al.	 2006),	
edited	 by	 Shiba	 Sukeyasu	with	 contributions	 from	Endō	Tōru,	 Sasamoto	 Takeshi	 and	
Miyamaru	Naoko.	Despite	its	more	traditional	approach,	this	book	was	clearly	conceived	
as	 a	 primer,	 a	 ‘user-friendly’	 volume:	 the	 illustrations,	 for	 instance,	 are	 inspired	 by	
children’s	manga,	and	furigana	reading	guidance	is	provided	for	all	the	characters	in	the	
text	(see	FIG.1.1).	Nonetheless,	the	more	technical	sections	on	gagaku’s	modes,	rhythmic	
patterns	 or	 performing	 techniques	 conform	 to	 the	 highest	 academic	 standards.	
Ultimately,	the	authors’	intention	can	be	summarized	with	the	expression	used	by	Shiba	
at	 the	 outset:	 “that	 through	 the	 book	 people	may	 enjoy	gagaku”	 (Endō	 et	 al.	 2006,	 5	
emphasis	 added).	 And	 one	 is	 led	 to	 wonder	 whether	 the	 same	 could	 be	 said	 of	 the	










history	and	musicological	 facets	of	court	music,	 it	 is	not	surprising	that	the	origin	and	
correct	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 gagaku	 is	 thoroughly	 discussed	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	
importation	of	the	repertoire	of	banquet	music	from	Tang	China.	Provocatively	asking	“is	









unsurprisingly,	 paramount	 examples	 of	 recent	 ‘conservative’	 approaches	 to	 the	 topic.	
Among	 such	 projects	 are	 the	 comprehensive	 VHS	 (now	 DVD)	 series	 Gagaku.	 An	


























in	 the	 “Tang	 Music	 Project”,	 described	 as	 “perhaps	 the	 most	 extensive	 [project]	 yet	
undertaken	in	the	historical	musicology	of	Asia”	(Durán	and	Widdess	2002,	719)25.	
The	aims	of	the	Tang	Music	Project	were	to	examine	the	earliest	available	surviving	







under	 Laurence’s	 guidance	 on	 aspects	 of	 Tang	music.	 Several	 other	 scholars,	 notably	
Mitani	 Yōko	 and	 Noël	 Nickson,	 were	 also	 frequently	 involved	 in	 the	 Tang	 project”	
(Hughes	2010,	232).	The	method	consistently	followed	by	the	whole	team	was	made	clear	
by	 Picken	 in	 the	 introduction	 to	 the	 first	 volume	 of	 a	 series	 edited	 by	 him	 and	 his	
associates	and	entitled	Music	from	the	Tang	Court	(see	Picken	et	al.	1981;	1985;	1985;	
1987;	1990;	1997;	2000):	to	read	the	earliest	scores	of	the	tōgaku	tradition	“with	no	more	




25Picken	was	 the	 first	 to	acknowledge	 the	significance	of	 the	project	 in	his	 career	as	a	musicologist.	
During	an	interview	with	Carole	Pegg	(1987),	when	asked	to	offer	some	remarks	about	his	work	with	Tang	
music,	he	simply	commented:	“I	regard	this	part	of	my	work	as	the	most	important	work	of	my	life”.	







time	 –in	 other	 words,	 they	 are	 part-scores,	 not	 full	 scores-,	 and	 provide	 concrete	
instructions	on	how	to	execute	specific	notes	on	that	particular	instrument	rather	than	
giving	notes’	names	–they	are	‘tablatures’,	to	use	a	technical	term27.	The	earliest	among	
these	 tablatures	 is	 also	 the	 oldest	 extant	 document	 connected	 to	 gagaku:	 known	 as	


























Hayashi	 Kenzō	 (1899-1976),	whose	main	 contributions	were	 collected	 in	 the	 volume	









its	 entirety.	 Their	 revolutionary	 view,	 as	 synthetized	 by	 Steven	Nelson,	was	 that	 “the	
ancient	melodies	are	carried	in	the	modern	shō	and	biwa	parts	like	a	type	of	cantus	firmus”	













scholar	 Hayashi	 Kenzō	 “had	 no	 doubt	 as	 to	 the	 purity,	 not	merely	 of	 the	 performing	
tradition,	but	also	of	the	documentary	tradition,	presumably	up	to,	and	inclusive	of,	the	
Meiji	revision”	(Picken	et	al.	1981,	1:10).	
The	 two	 claims,	 that	 the	music	 had	 significantly	 slowed	 down,	 and	 that	 the	 string	
instruments	(biwa	and	sō)	also	carried	the	melodies,	are	tightly	interwoven:	in	fact,	the	










Tang	Music	 Project	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 utmost	 trust	 in	 the	 fidelity	 of	 contemporary	
gagaku	performance	is	both	unconvincing	and	misplaced:	not	only	is	it	very	difficult	to	




















patching	 together	 different	 sources	 from	 different	 eras,	 hoping	 to	 reach	 at	 best	 an	
impressionistic,	 always	 partially	 reinvented	 version	 of	 how	 they	 music	 might	 have	
sounded	like	in	the	past.	
In	the	fifth	volume	of	Music	from	the	Tang	Court,	Picken	addresses	this	issue,	making	
it	clear	 that	attaining	a	 final,	definitive	 text	 “even	 for	a	single	manuscript,	 is	 ludicrous	
[because]	the	Tang-Music	repertory,	like	the	smaller	saibara-repertory,	is	to	be	compared	
with	a	folk-song	tradition”	(Picken	et	al.	1990,	5:108).	He	observed	that	“the	various	items	




(Picken	et	 al.	 1990,	5:107	emphasis	 in	 the	original).	And	 such	a	 stance	 is	much	more	




sense,	 recent	 attempts	 “to	 situate	 Picken’s	 legacy	 against	 the	 ‘historical	 turn’	 in	
ethnomusicology”	(Howard	2014,	337)	may	be	complemented	by	some	reflections	on	the	


















Japanese	 gagaku	 was	 conducted	 with	 the	 sophisticated,	 “etic”	 instruments	 of	 a	
musicology	 that	 owes	 much	 to	 the	 field	 of	 philology 31 .	 In	 fact,	 this	 approach	 was	
particularly	preoccupied	with	establishing	the	exact	time	and	circumstances	surrounding	




an	 excessively	 optimistic,	 positivistic	 “unabashed	use	 of	etic,	 ‘scientific	 and	objective’,	
analytical	methods”	(Picken	et	al.	1990,	5:111	emphasis	in	the	original)32.	
Despite	 the	 different	 perception	 of	 what	 exactly	 a	 (philologically-oriented)	
musicological	analysis	could	attain,	over	the	years	Picken’s	approach	received	increasing	
validation	from	Japanese	gagaku	scholars,	who	absorbed	it	and	reworked	it	into	what	has	
been	 called	 a	 “reconstruction	 ideology”	 (Terauchi	 2010,	 187).	 This	 gradual	 process	
started	 as	 early	 as	 the	 1970s	 through	 personal	 interactions	 between	 Japanese	
researchers	such	as	Hayashi	Kenzō	and	Mabuchi	Usaburō	and	members	of	 the	Picken	
school,	 most	 notably	 Allan	 Marett	 and	 his	 student	 Steven	 Nelson.	 This	 mutual	




mode	of	 research	 in	 the	21st	 century.	Diverse	as	 they	may	appear	at	 first,	 all	 of	 these	
approaches	can	clearly	be	subsumed	under	what	I	called	the	musicological	mode	because	
they	all	share	the	Picken	school’s	fundamental	goal	of	reconstructing	aspects	of	the	music	















present	 classification,	 because	 the	 stance	 taken	 by	 the	 scholars	 I	 grouped	 under	 the	
‘musicological’	mode	 is,	 indeed,	musicological	 rather	 than	historical,	presentational	or	
decentering.	The	fact	that	so	many	of	the	Japanese	researchers	presently	involved	in	an	
analytical	study	of	gagaku	are	directly	influenced	by	Picken	(as	it	is	clearly	the	case	with	
the	work	 of	 Endō,	 Takuwa,	 and	Terauchi	 herself)	 is	 a	 strong	 reason	 to	 reconnect	 the	
‘musicological	mode’	as	a	unitary	epistemological	category	to	Laurence	Picken.	

















of	 using	 historical	 documents	 as	 research	 materials	 that	 mediate	 between	 past	 and	
present	(Fukushima	1988,	28–31).	
This	 interest	 in	 the	material	aspects	of	 the	documents	used	 to	 investigate	gagaku’s	
history	is	in	many	ways	a	trait	inherited	from	Hayashi	Kenzō.	As	already	mentioned,	in	
Gagaku	–Interpretation	of	Ancient	 Scores	 (1969)	Hayashi	had	also	worked	 toward	 the	
interpretation	 of	 ancient	 documents,	 meticulously	 classifying	 the	 musical	 symbols	
























appealing	 to	 gagaku	 performers	 (see	 Nelson	 2009;	 2014).	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 these	
attempts,	 it	 is	 especially	 interesting	 to	 notice	 that	 his	 reconstructed	pieces	 are	 either	
performed	by	himself	on	the	zither	sō	(in	case	of	solo	pieces)	or	by	members	of	the	group	





















importance	of	pictorial	evidence	 to	 the	historical	 study	of	 Japanese	gagaku	 (see	Endō	
2011).	




concentrated	 on	 the	 present	 performance	 of	 the	 repertoire	 (and	 was	 unfortunately	
marred	 by	 a	 number	 of	 imprecisions).	 Terauchi	 also	 recently	 completed	 a	 more	
comprehensive	 musicological	 overview	 of	 tōgaku,	 in	 which	 she	 carried	 out	 a	 broad	
analysis	of	what,	echoing	John	Blacking,	she	calls	“surface	structure	and	deep	structure”,	
defined	 rather	 ambiguously	 as	 “the	 context	 of	 sonic	 form	 and	 process”	 (2011b,	 20;	
confront	Blacking’s	use	of	the	verbatim	phrases	in	Blacking	1971).	The	starting	point	here	
is	the	observation	that	“between	the	surface	and	deep	structures	in	present-day	tōgaku	
practice	 there	 is	 certainly	 a	 disjunction	 of	 musical	 idiom	 and	mode.	 In	 other	 words,	
different	 principles	 govern	 each	 level	 of	 the	music”	 (Terauchi	 2011b,	 20).	 This	 leads	
Terauchi	 to	 present	 the	 contemporary	musical	 practice	 of	 tōgaku	 in	 terms	 of	 surface	








project	 is	 the	 conflation	 of	 the	 ill-defined	 pair	 ‘surface/deep	 structure’	 with	 the	
chronological	opposition	of	present	and	past	practice.	Though	her	essay	can	be	read	as	a	
useful	 introduction	 to	 the	 main	 issues	 surrounding	 the	 musicological	 mode	 of	
researching	gagaku,	it	fails	to	show	how	exactly	it	differs	from	Picken’s	approach.	What	
is	one	to	make,	 for	 instance,	of	 the	analysis	of	melodic	patterns	and	of	 the	“shifting	of	
focus”	 among	 the	 various	 instruments	 of	 the	 ensemble	 in	 contemporary	 practice	
(Terauchi	2011b,	34–35),	if	the	reconstruction	of	the	ancient	melodies	is	accomplished	
through	 “disregard[ing]	 present-day	 embellishment	 practice	 and	 simply	 tak[ing]	 the	
pitches	that	the	tablature	signs	indicate”	(Terauchi	2011b,	39)?	Despite	the	fact	that	her	





and	 Mabuchi	 Usaburō.	 Masumoto’s	 own	 presentation	 of	 Gagaku.	 A	 New	 Approach	 to	
Traditional	Music	(Gagaku.	Dentō	ongaku	e	no	atarashī	apurōchi)	as	“something	right	in	
the	middle	between	a	conversation	and	a	scholarly	dissertation”,	a	“useful	book”	for	those	
“curious	 to	 find	 out	 more	 about	 the	 practical	 aspects	 of	 a	 specific	 traditional	 genre	
without	 having	 to	 commit	 to	 attending	 classes”,	 can	 only	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	
understatement	(1968,	1).	 In	 fact,	her	1968	book	is	vast	and	comprehensive,	covering	
almost	every	aspect	of	gagaku,	from	the	shape	and	use	of	plectrums	and	drumsticks	to	
the	analysis	of	 the	scores	of	each	 instrument,	 from	 the	problematic	 concepts	of	mode	
(chōshi)	and	rhythm	(hyōshi)	to	‘emic’	expressions	used	by	musicians,	like	sureru,	“when	
two	sounds	performed	simultaneously	do	not	match”	(Masumoto	1968,	357)	and	zureru,	
a	 “temporal	 discordance	 in	 the	 ‘stopping	 point’	 of	 several	 elements	 performed	
simultaneously”	 (Masumoto	 1968,	 373)36.	 And	 it	 is	 precisely	 in	 cases	 like	 these	 that	













main	 emphasis	 in	 this	 study	 is	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 tōgaku	 literature	 from	 actual	








fundamentally	 anchored	 to	 the	 same	 approach	 that	 characterized	 scholars	 like	 Endō,	
Nelson,	and	even	Picken.	





presently	 in	 use	 are	 unjustly	 ignored”	 (1980,	 11–12).	 Deeming	 both	 philological	 and	
ethnological	 approaches	 limited	 in	 that	 the	 former	 is	 confined	 by	 the	 theoretical	
principles	 that	 produced	 the	 scores	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 and	 the	 latter	 by	 its	 specific	
objectives,	Mabuchi	sets	out	to	analyze	what	can	be	grasped	through	the	sole	analysis	of	
contemporary	 scores	 in	 staff	 notation,	 believing	 that	 “something	 of	 great	 importance”	









particular	 instruments	 that	 are	 now	 excluded	 from	 the	 repertoire	were	 employed	 in	
gagaku	performances	 is	amply	 testified	by	pictorial	evidences	 found	both	 in	 Japanese	
temples	 (especially	 in	 the	 area	 surrounding	 Nara),	 and	 on	 the	 walls	 of	 the	 famous	
Dunhuang	caves	in	China	(see	especially	Kishibe	1982,	124–48).	Serious	research	on	the	
surviving	 instruments	 preserved	 but	 no	 longer	 in	 use	was	 undertaken	 since	 the	 19th	





of	music,	 to	 understand	 the	 details	 of	 the	 instruments’	 construction	 procedures.	 Just	
three	 years	 later,	 a	 dedicated	 book	 appeared	 that	 presented	 the	 instruments	 with	
photographic	reproductions	and	analyses	not	only	of	the	methods	of	 investigation	but	















Shiba	 Sukeyasu	 (b.1935),	 a	 court	 musician	 who	 in	 the	 1970s	 had	 taught	 courses	 on	
gagaku	at	Tokyo	University	of	the	Arts	(Terauchi	2008,	98).	The	group	became	closely	
associated	 with	 the	 use	 of	 reconstructed	 instruments.	 At	 first,	 the	 concerts	 which	
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Kido’s	 conception	 of	 what	 a	 modern	 reconstruction	 (of	 music	 and	 musical	
instruments)	should	or	might	entail	is	complex	and	deserves	a	separate	treatment37,	but	
what	 is	 relevant	 here	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 activities	 of	 the	 group	Reigakusha	 and	 their	








and	 creative	 production	 is	 especially	 interesting	 because	 it	 pushes	 the	 boundaries	 of	
what	we	mean	when	we	talk	about	‘Japanese	court	music’	today.	Indeed,	in	a	sense,	the	
results	of	such	operations	are	neither	Japanese,	nor	courtly,	turning	the	music	itself	into	
something	 that	 is	 essentially	 different	 from	 mainstream	 definitions	 of	 gagaku	 –“a	
tradition	with	no	history”,	to	quote	Kido’s	appealing	words	(Kido	1990b).	
In	conclusion,	Terauchi	is	certainly	right	in	her	assertion	that	reconstruction	projects	
are	 based	 on	 historical	 interpretations	 which	 are	 in	 themselves	 “accumulations	 of	
interpretations”	 (2010,	 188)	 –each	 operational	 decision	 already	 a	 combination	 of	
decisions	as	to	the	nature	of	the	instruments,	the	scores,	and	even	the	images	in	which	
sound	has	been	inscribed	over	the	centuries.	The	same	scholar	also	wisely	suggests	to	





37	See	his	many	publications	 that	 collect	program	notes,	 articles	 and	other	 semi-academic	materials	
(especially	Kido	1990a;	1990b;	2006).	






whether	 or	 not	 the	 various	 reconstruction	 projects	 can	 be	 subsumed	 under	 the	
‘musicological	mode’.	Here	such	a	link	is	made	explicit	on	the	basis	of	the	dependence	of	
all	reconstructions	upon	a	set	of	choices	that	are	strikingly	akin	to	those	discussed	by	the	

















diverse	 approach	 to	 gagaku	 complicates	 its	 normal/normative	 interpretations	 by	
focusing	 specifically	 on	 themes	 generally	 neglected	 or	 altogether	 disregarded	 by	 the	
approaches	presented	thus	far.	This	mode,	best	described	as	‘decentering’,	does	not	wish	
to	deny	the	significance	of	dominant	institutions	throughout	the	history	of	gagaku,	nor	







the	 recognition	 that	 gagaku	 already	 comprises	 different	 traditions,	 and	 that	 this	
multiplicity	 ought	 to	 be	 valued.	 In	 what	 is	 perhaps	 the	 best	 example	 of	 a	 study	 that	





While	 carefully	 assessing	 the	 “immaturity”	 of	 some	 facets	 of	 the	projects,	 such	 as	 the	




significance	of	 the	whole	endeavor	on	 the	part	of	 the	Nation	Theatre	 is	 its	attempt	 to	
convey	the	manifold	qualities	(and	thus	the	multiple	quality)	of	gagaku.	






because	 it	 reflects	on	 the	mutual	 constitution	of	place	and	sound.	Observing	 that	 “the	
actual	performance	of	gagaku	envelops	the	entire	body	of	the	listener”	(Terauchi	2011a,	
v),	 the	 author	 explores	 the	 relationship	between	 aural	 and	 visual	 appreciation	of	 live	
performances,	evoking	in	particular	the	impact	of	different	“sonic	environments”	on	the	
audience	–from	the	stimulating	indeterminacy	of	rituals	that	take	place	in	the	open	air	
(characterized	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 ambient	 “noise”)	 to	 the	 somewhat	 “shut	 off”	 and	
purified	atmosphere	of	modern	theaters	(especially	Terauchi	2011a,	96–95,	165–66).	In	
so	 doing,	 Terauchi	 introduces	 the	 crucial	 theme	 of	 the	 body	 of	 the	 researcher	 in	 its	
immersion	in	the	surrounding	as	he	or	she	pays	attention	to	gagaku	not	only	aurally,	but	











gagaku	 through	 broad	 overviews,	 and	 a	 less	 practiced,	 ethnographic,	 at	 times	 even	
reflexive	 mode	 of	 conducting	 research.	 For	 this	 reason,	 the	 book	 resembles	 more	
straightforwardly	anthropological	accounts	of	Japanese	performing	arts.	A	foundational	
reference	 in	 this	 sense	 is	 the	 work	 of	 Honda	 Yasuji	 (1906-2001),	 who	 surveyed	 the	
dazzling	variety	of	what	came	to	be	known	as	minzoku	geinō	or	Japanese	performing	arts	
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–a	 term	 that	 was	 itself	 ‘invented’	 as	 late	 as	 1952	 (Lancashire	 2013,	 13).	 Despite	 the	
fluctuating	position	of	gagaku	within	his	famous	taxonomy	of	local	artistic	expressions,	
the	relevance	of	Honda’s	work	 is	 twofold:	on	the	one	hand,	 its	classification	system	is	
intimately	 related	 to	 the	 institutional	 framework	 that	 brought	 to	 the	 nomination	 of	
musical	 items	 as	 “folk	 intangible	 cultural	 heritage”	 (see	 Thornbury	 1997).	 Given	 the	
number	of	local	festivals	variously	influenced	by	gagaku	that	have	been	nominated	since	
the	promulgation	of	the	Law	for	the	Protection	of	Cultural	Property	in	1950,	one	way	to	




that	 the	 scholar	 has	 provided	 generations	 of	 researchers	 with	 a	 new	 exciting	
methodology	that	could	be	employed	in	ethnographic	approaches	to	local	manifestations	











peripheral	 versions	 of	 gagaku,	 advancing	 the	 thesis	 of	 a	 centrifugal	 progressive	
spreading	 of	 particular	 movements.	 In	 what	 can	 be	 considered	 a	 productive	 ‘mixed	
methodology’,	Takuwa	has	recently	 turned	 to	a	comparison	of	 the	contents	of	ancient	
scores	and	treatises	such	as	Fujiwara	no	Moronaga’s	 Jinchi	yōroku	and	Sangō	yōroku41	














refine	 both	 musicological	 and	 ethnographic	 approaches	 to	 gagaku.	 Moreover,	 by	
juxtaposing	 center	 and	 periphery,	 his	 experiment	 with	 Morimachi’s	 Jūnidan	 bugaku	
shows	 that	 the	 decentering	 mode	 is	 not	 necessarily	 deconstructive,	 and	 that,	 on	 the	
contrary,	it	might	shed	light	on	apparently	marginal	elements	which	eventually	feed	back	
into	our	common	understanding	of	gagaku.	
Other	 examples	 of	 research	 conducted	 on	 the	 ‘fringes’	 of	 gagaku	 include	 Terence	
Lancashire’s	pioneering	article	on	 the	activities	of	court	music’s	maverick	Tōgi	Hideki	
(b.1959)	(see	Lancashire	2003).	Caught	up	between	a	self-orientalizing	stance	towards	a	






promotes	 a	 specific	understanding	of	 the	 relationship	between	gagaku	 and	 its	public.	
Scholars	ought	to	take	him	seriously,	if	not	for	his	worrying	tendency	to	amplify	and	give	




and	 individual	 musicians	 who,	 probably	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 Tōgi,	 have	 started	 to	
mingle	with	core	assumptions	of	what	constitutes	the	 ‘sound-world’	of	 Japanese	court	
																																																						








taken	 up	 in	 Chapter	 3,	 represents	 the	most	 direct	 instance	 of	 a	 decentering	 attitude	
toward	‘Japanese	court	music’	–if	only	for	the	fact	that	they	are	‘decentered	centers’	of	
gagaku	musicianship,	far	away	from	Tokyo.	As	partially	revealed	by	Terauchi	in	her	study	
of	Osaka’s	Garyōkai,	 in	 fact,	 these	 local	 practitioners	 are	 fully	 aware	 of	 the	 ec-centric	
nature	 of	 their	 art,	 and	 value	 their	 different	 styles	 of	 performance	 greatly.	 Indeed,	
distance	 from	gagaku	 orthodoxy	 is	 a	 certain	 sign	 of	 unicity,	which	 in	 turn	 can	 easily	
become	 an	 element	 to	 capitalize	 upon.	 A	 thorough	 discussion	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	
contemporary	groups	 in	Kansai	 (and	 in	 Japan	more	generally)	continue	to	commodify	


































written	 contemporary	 pieces	 tailored	 on	 the	 expressive	 possibilities	 of	 those	 same	
Shōsōin	instruments.	And	the	pieces	he	wrote,	 in	turn,	are	routinely	performed	by	the	
professional	 group	 Reigakusha	 –the	 same	 group	 of	 musicians	 who	 recently	 made	 it	




music	 come	 back	 to	 life,	 and	 as	 new	 sounds	 are	 born	 for	 new	 but	 reconstructed	
instruments	in	an	incessantly	creative	loop	of	past	and	present,	Japanese	researchers	like	
Takuwa	and	Mabuchi	 look	 for	 the	 connection	between	 the	past	and	 its	 contemporary	
manifestations,	bringing	ethnographic	methodologies	into	the	equation.	
As	 these	 examples	 demonstrate,	 historical,	 presentational,	 musicological	 and	




























dynamic	 interplay	 of	 creativity	 and	 preservation	 was	 crucial	 (see	 Chapter	 2).	 The	
presentational	mode,	with	its	broad,	encompassing	treatment	of	gagaku,	is	also	reflected	
in	the	diverse	dispositions	of	today’s	amateurs,	who	are	motivated	by	musical	passion,	
but	 also	 bring	 a	 host	 of	 new	 associations	 and	 representations	 to	 their	 attachment	 to	
gagaku	(see	Chapter	4).	Finally,	the	decentering	mode,	which	pays	special	attention	to	








expression,	 ‘Japanese	 court	music’,	 actually	 entails.	 The	 next	 chapter	 looks	 closely	 at	
these	 issues,	 showing	 the	 extent	 to	 which	modern	 associations	 between	 gagaku,	 the	
Japanese	court	and	shintō	cannot	be	taken	for	granted,	and	highlighting	the	existence	of	
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In	 an	 early	 article	 on	 “the	 present	 condition”	 of	 gagaku,	 Eta	 Harich-Schneider,	 a	
pioneer	 in	 the	 study	 of	 the	 history	 of	 Japanese	music1,	 observed:	 “it	 is	 impossible	 to	
decide	how	far	and	according	to	what	points	of	view	the	court	music	was	remolded	when,	





this	 reason,	 any	 serious	 consideration	of	 the	 state	of	 “court	music”	 in	 the	20thcentury	
																																																						
1 	Her	 A	 history	 of	 Japanese	 music	 (Harich-Schneider	 1973)	 is	 “the	 first	 comprehensive	 study	 of	
[Japanese]	traditional	music	in	a	Western	language	by	a	Western	scholar	and	based	on	primary	sources”	
(Mehl	 2007,	 394).	 A	 fascinating	 figure,	 Harich-Schneider	 was	 a	 professional	 harpsichordist	 turned	
historical	ethnomusicologist,	so	to	say:	after	a	few	years	spent	teaching	at	the	State	Academy	College	for	
Music	 in	Berlin,	 in	1941	she	embarked	on	a	 tour	 to	 Japan	that	unexpectedly	 turned	 into	an	8-year	stay	
(Jansohn	2012,	66).	 In	Tokyo,	 she	 took	on	 the	 job	of	 training	 the	court	musicians	 in	European	classical	

















These	 experiments	 show	 that	 the	 epistemological	 categories	 applied	 to	 domestic	 and	
foreign	 music	 were	 themselves	 being	 renegotiated,	 and	 that	 there	 is	 much	 more	 to	
Japan’s	 musical	 ‘modernization’	 than	 a	 straightforward	 process	 of	 ‘Westernization’.	
Bringing	together	a	number	of	Meiji-period	music-making	practices	that	in	various	ways	




investigating	 individual	 instances	 of	 gagaku’s	 entanglement	 with	 the	 formation	 of	
‘Japanese	modernity’,	a	juxtaposition	of	these	practices	has	not	been	attempted	to	date.	


































at	 least	 a	 symbolic	 revival	 thereof),	 in	 reality	 the	 reshuffling	 of	gagaku	 responded	 to	
pressing	 issues.	 In	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 bureaucrats,	 in	 fact,	 the	 most	 crucial	 task	 of	 the	
musicians	was	 to	produce	a	uniform	body	of	 songs	and	dances	 to	 accompany	new	or	
renewed	rituals	and	ceremonies	in	the	court	(Tsukahara	2009,	136).	In	this	sense,	the	
relevance	of	music	to	the	newly	established	administration	is	reflected	by	the	fact	that	




Household	 Department	 (Kunaishō	 shikibushoku	 gagakubu),	 in	 1907	Music	 Department	 of	 the	 Board	 of	
Ceremonies	of	the	Imperial	Household	Office	(Kunaishō	shikibushoku	gakubu).	Finally	in	1949	the	present	
name	started	being	used:	Music	Department	of	the	Board	of	Ceremonies	of	the	Imperial	Household	Agency	
(Kunaichō	 shikibushoku	 gakubu)	 (Gamō	 1986,	 207;	 Tsukahara	 1998,	 220).	 Hereafter,	 I	 will	 use	 the	








the	 main	 centers	 of	 musical	 performance	 had	 been	 unequally	 spread	 out	 across	 the	





hereditary	 system	 consisting	 in	 family	 lines	 that	 passed	 down	 their	 specialized	
knowledge	 through	 an	 oral-aural	method	 called	 kuden	 or	 kōtō	 denshō	 (literally,	 “oral	





















6	The	most	 important	 Buddhist	 celebrations	 including	 the	 performance	 of	 court	music	 were	 called	
bugaku	hōyō,	“Buddhist	ceremonies	with	court	dance”	(see	Endō	2013,	226–29).	
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In	 contrast	 to	 these	 ‘local	 craftsmen’,	 aristocrats	 during	 the	 late	 Heian	 period	 had	
started	to	perform	on	gagaku’s	string	instruments,	such	as	the	pear-neck	lute	(gaku)biwa	
and	the	zither	(gaku)sō8.	These	performances,	known	as	gyoyu	or	miasobi,	described	at	
length	 in	such	 famous	sources	as	 the	Genji	monogatari	 (1008)	or	 the	Makura	no	sōshi	











sounds	 and	 the	 Daoist	 doctrines	 of	 yin	 and	 yang	 –in	 so	 doing	 contributing	 to	 the	
progressive	 assimilation	 of	 what	 was	 initially	 a	 foreign	 repertoire,	 and	 to	 the	
establishment	of	a	more	markedly	autochthonous	theory	of	gagaku	 (Endō	2013,	134–
63)9.	
Over	 time,	 both	 the	 specialized	gagaku	 families	 and	 their	 aristocratic	 counterparts	
developed	 peculiar	 performance	 techniques	 and	 idiosyncratic	 styles.	 While	 technical	
specialization	 characterized	 local	 lines	 of	 transmission,	 several	 noble	 families	 also	
produced	 so-called	 “secret	pieces”	 (hikyoku),	 often	 consisting	 in	 solo	performances	of	
































celebrations	at	 shrines,	while	 large	orchestral	 suites	were	 included	within	 the	 second	
(Terauchi	2010,	14).	Besides	the	pieces	connected	with	the	cults	directed	to	the	kami,	
such	as	 the	cycles	of	songs	and	dances	Kagurauta	and	Azuma	asobi,	 the	 first	selection	








one	 written	 on	 their	 covers.	 Rather,	 the	 expression	 Meiji	 senteifu	 was	 used	 for	 the	 first	 time	 by	
ethnomusicologist	Hirano	Kenji	in	the	Gagaku	entry	of	the	1959	dictionary	Ongaku	jiten	(Gamō	1986,	207).	
11 	See	 (Gamō	 1986,	 209–11;	 and	 Hashimoto	 1986)	 for	 a	 detailed	 list	 of	 all	 the	 fascicles	 and	 their	
contents.	








the	 moment	 in	 which	 the	 project	 was	 requested	 and	 its	 actual	 completion,	 and	 that	
already	in	1870	the	compilation	was	at	an	advanced	stage	(Gamō	1986,	220).	Finally,	and	
perhaps	most	 importantly,	 Gamō	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 two	major	
compilations	of	1876	and	1888	was	a	third	source,	comprising	pieces	to	be	performed	
during	 shintō	 rituals:	 because	 the	 families	 in	 charge	 of	 transmitting	 this	 part	 of	 the	
repertoire	 had	 developed	 conflicting	 interpretations	 over	 the	 centuries,	 they	 were	
requested	to	present	their	‘private’	scores	to	the	Office.	This	they	did	as	early	as	1871	and	








13	Preserved	 respectively	 by	 the	 Head	 of	 the	Music	 Department	 of	 the	 Imperial	 Household	 Agency	





(Terauchi	2010,	15).	These	 indicate	 that	members	of	 former	aristocratic	 families	 that	




from	 a	 family’s	 specific	 performing	 style	 over	 those	 of	 others’	was	 only	 natural,	 as	 it	
considerably	reduced	the	efforts	required	to	come	to	a	truly	shared	decision.	At	the	same	






were	 leveled	 out	 rather	 than	 harmonized.	 The	 history	 behind	 the	 compilation	 of	 the	
Selected	Scores	of	the	Meiji	bring	to	light	an	issue	that	is	too	often	disregarded	by	gagaku	




itself,	 from	 the	point	 of	 view	of	 a	 Foucauldian	 genealogy	 of	 “modern	gagaku”	 (to	 use	




On	 February	 2,	 1882,	 just	 twelve	 years	 after	 the	 birth	 of	 the	Gagakukyoku,	 a	 thief	
smuggled	into	the	storehouse	of	the	Office’s	practice	room,	located	in	Tokyo’s	Kōjimachi	



















more	durable	 inheritance,	 consisting	 in	 all	 those	 associations	between	musical,	 socio-
cultural	 and	 historical	 elements	 that	 eventually	 became	 gagaku’s	 stable	 (but	 not	
immutable)	referents	in	Japanese	popular	culture.	In	fact,	it	was	between	the	end	of	the	







Similarly,	gagaku	 is	 currently	 employed	by	 shintō	 structures	 as	 a	 sort	of	unobtrusive,	




gagaku	has	remained	unchanged	 from	the	end	of	 the	19th	century	 to	 the	present.	The	
seldom	explored	history	of	gagaku’s	entanglement	with	Japanese	colonial	and	nationalist	
modernity	between	the	Taishō	(1912-1926)	and	the	end	of	the	American	occupation	in	
1951	 is	 an	 entirely	 distinct	 chapter.	 One	 should	 not	 forget,	 for	 example,	 that	 “[a]s	 a	
propaganda	tool	of	an	increasingly	nationalistic	state,	gagaku	was	performed	as	sacred	
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granted,	 for	 it	 was	 substantially	 recast	 in	 the	 Meiji	 period.	 Undeniably,	 a	 precedent	
existed	 in	 the	 earliest	 days	 of	 gagaku,	 when	 the	 music	 was	 first	 introduced	 to	 the	
Japanese	archipelago.	At	that	time,	a	Music	Office	(Ōutadokoro)	was	set	up	especially	for	
the	performance	and	transmission	of	autochthonous	songs	and	dances,	and	these	were	
opposed	to	 the	 ‘foreign’	repertoires,	entrusted	to	 the	Gagakuryō	or	Utamai	no	 tsukasa	
(Nelson	2008a,	41).	However,	centuries	of	modifications	inevitably	reshuffled	the	very	





their	respective	 transformations.	For	 this	reason,	 it	 is	possible	 to	maintain	 that	 it	was	
only	 in	 the	 Meiji	 period	 that	 a	 specific	 link	 was	 established	 between	 a	 well-defined	




17 	Of	 course,	 the	 notion	 of	 shintō	 must	 itself	 be	 problematized,	 given	 the	 fact	 that	 nothing	 like	 a	
systematic	organization	of	shrines	with	a	shared	belief	or	practice	system	and	a	specifically	trained	group	
of	individuals	recognized	as	specialists	existed	in	Japan	before	the	19th	century.	In	this	sense,	Kuroda	Toshio	
was	a	pioneer	 in	questioning	the	authenticity	of	 the	notion	of	shintō	as	“the	primeval	religion	of	 Japan”	
(Kuroda	 1981;	 see	 also	 Teeuwen	 and	 Scheid	 2002;	 Dobbins	 1996).	 Similarly,	 we	 must	 resist	 the	
oversimplification	of	interpreting	the	formation	of	State	Shinto	as	the	development	of	a	‘religion’:	given	the	
role	that	this	concept	accords	to	specialists	and	ritualists	and	the	fact	that	it	“refers	to	a	cultural	system	
containing	 a	 distinct	 outline	 of	 doctrine	 and	 religious	 social	 organizations”,	 we	must	 admit	 that	 as	 an	





























Confucian	 rite	 Sekiten	was	 celebrated	with	 gagaku	 (tōgaku)	 at	 the	 shogunate	 school	
Kōheikō.	 Many	 daimyō,	 including	 Tayasu	 Munetake	 (1715–1771)	 and	 Tokugawa	











































































































1868,	 effectively	 brings	 to	 light	 the	 following	 important	 characteristics	 of	 gagaku’s	
repertoire	and	its	performance	occasions	in	the	years	between	the	17th	century	and	1870:	
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first	 of	 all,	 the	 restoration	of	 specific	 items	 corresponds	 closely	 to	 the	dates	 in	which	
specific	court	rituals	were	themselves	revived19.	Secondly,	a	great	number	of	pieces	was	




these	 revived	 rituals	may	 be	 seen	 as	 paving	 the	way	 for	 the	 subsequent	 tendency	 to	











most	 striking	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 rituals	 created	 anew	 after	 1868	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
overwhelming	majority	of	 them	 is	dedicated	 to	 the	 figure	of	 the	emperor:	 from	 those	
memorializing	 the	 four	 sovereigns	 preceding	 Emperor	 Meiji,	 to	 those	 that	 revolving	




















early	 Meiji	 period	 must	 also	 consider	 the	 concurrent	 development	 of	 so-called	 State	
Shinto	(kokka	shintō)	(see	Shimazono	2010).	This	has	been	defined	as	“the	government	
enforcement	 of	 Shinto-style	 rituals	 in	 public	 places	 designed	 to	 promote	 the	 ideal	 of	
emperor	 worship,	 a	 concept	 that	 the	 Meiji	 government	 felt	 central	 to	 its	 ideological	
program	intended	to	promote	national	unity”	(Picken	2011,	164;	see	also	Hardacre	1989).	






the	pivotal	 force	 through	which	Court	 Shinto	 led	 the	way	 to	State	Shinto,	providing	a	



















20th	 century	 “the	 sonic	 environment”	 of	 these	 occasions	 had	 completely	 changed	
(Tsukahara	2009,	96–106),	de	facto	producing	a	(State)	‘Shinto	soundscape’.	
Finally,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 the	 various	 rearrangements	 of	 the	 court	
rituals	 happened	 at	 the	 cost	 of	 expunging	 from	 the	 calendrical	 life	 of	 the	 central	
institutions	those	Buddhist	elements	that	had	characterized	them	for	centuries.	In	fact,	
the	 process	 through	 which	 State	 Shinto	 came	 into	 being	 was	 both	 intellectually	 and	








altered	 is	 extremely	 scarce,	 but	 the	 efforts	 undertaken	 to	 manufacture	 a	 ‘Shinto	
soundscape’	 are	 evident	 from	 the	 preference	 accorded	 to	 autochthonous	 music	 in	 a	
number	of	official	occasions.	In	1868,	for	example,	the	piece	Ōuta	was	performed	at	the	
ascension	ceremony	of	Emperor	Meiji	–an	entirely	different	context	from	the	ones	it	had	
before.	Moreover,	during	 the	 festival	 Iwashimizu	Hōjōe	pieces	 that	had	a	 relationship	
with	Buddhism	were	expunged.	In	general,	newly	created	rituals	were	all	assigned	the	
performance	of	 “Shinto	music”	 (Ono	2016,	182).	Similarly,	on	 the	occasion	of	 the	 first	
official	encounter	with	a	French	diplomat	 in	1868,	at	 the	entrance	of	 the	Emperor	the	
modal	prelude	Hyōjo	chōshi	and	the	danced	piece	Manzairaku	were	performed.	In	sum,	
“the	 existence	 of	 a	 religious	 tradition	 attached	 to	 gagaku	 was	 used	 abundantly	 as	 a	
mediator	 that	could	serve	as	a	solemn	 ‘decoration’	of	 the	 Imperial	 family”	 (Ono	2016,	
182).	
And	yet,	the	same	reorganization	of	gagaku	that	portrayed	it	as	a	herald	of	the	imperial	
system	 and	 of	 the	 ‘quintessentially	 Japanese	 religious	 tradition’	 of	 State	 Shinto	 ran	

















large,	 gradually	 overtaking	 and	 supplanting	 earlier	 forms	 of	 expression.	 Accordingly,	
compositional	 techniques	 and	 performing	 styles	 hailing	 from	 ‘the	West’	were	 heavily	
adopted	and	applied	to	music-making	“with	a	healthy	dose	of	governmental	intervention	
and	guidance”	(Herd	2008,	364).	
In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 traditional	 performing	 arts,	 until	 the	Meiji	 period	 receiving	 a	
musical	education	was	tantamount	to	being	affiliated	with	a	specific	‘school’	or,	rather,	
with	 a	 specific	 line	 of	 transmission	 in	 the	wider	 context	 of	 the	 “iemoto	 system”	 (see	
Ortolani	 1969;	 Smith	 1998).	 For	 this	 reason,	 laying	 the	 foundations	 for	 a	 full-fledged	
national	music	education	implied	carrying	out	structural	reforms,	and	the	establishment	
of	 entirely	 new	 centers	 of	 transmission.	 Accordingly,	 the	 government	 proceeded	 to	
implement	 a	 system	 of	 mandatory	 music	 education	 for	 both	 primary	 and	 secondary	
schools,	 and	 came	 up	 with	 the	 outline	 of	 a	 specific	 institutional	 framework	 for	 the	





ubiquity	 of	 the	 modern	 novel	 which	 Benedict	 Anderson	 posits	 as	 an	 indicator	 of	










as	 curriculum	 subjects	 in	 primary	 and	middle	 school,	 but	 noticed	 that	 they	were	 still	
“lacking”	(Baba	1968,	293–94).	To	correct	this	situation,	a	Music	Investigation	Committee	
(Ongaku	 torishirabe	 gakari)	 was	 created	 in	 1879,	 with	 famous	 educator	 Isawa	 Shūji	
(1851-1917)	as	director.	Isawa	had	spent	three	years	in	the	United	States,	where	he	had	
been	trained	by	Luther	Whiting	Mason	(1818-1896),	then	director	of	the	Boston	Music	
School	 and	 the	 author	 of	 the	National	Music	 Course,	 “a	 graded	 series	 of	 songbooks	 in	
extensive	use	in	the	late	19th	century”	(Manabe	2014,	97;	see	also	Okunaka	2008,	139–
40).	According	to	Eppstein,	Isawa	argued	that	“traditional	Japanese	music	was	unsuitable	





































Luther Whiting Mason with Japanese students 
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In	1887,	the	Music	Investigation	Committee	became	the	Tokyo	Music	School	(Tōkyō	
ongaku	 gakkō,	 predecessor	 of	 today’s	 Tokyo	University	 of	 Fine	Arts	 and	Music),	with	
Isawa	as	its	director	(Howe,	Lai,	and	Liou	2015,	95);	two	years	later,	music	education	was	





of	 possible	 alternatives.	 For	 one	 thing,	 some	 of	 the	 first	 members	 of	 the	 Ongaku	
torishirabe	gakari	were	musicians	hailing	from	several	Japanese	traditional	performing	
arts,	 including	a	 few	gagaku	musicians	 from	the	Office	of	Gagaku	 (Galliano	2002,	51).	




in	 their	 curricula.	 The	 first	 was	 commissioned	 for	 the	 opening	 ceremony	 of	 the	































Considering	 that	 the	hoiku	 shōka	 also	 differed	 from	 the	 school	 songs	 of	 Isawa	 and	
Mason	in	terms	of	pitch	and	modulation,	it	is	certainly	appropriate	to	consider	them	as	
something	musically	distinct	 from	 the	creations	of	 the	Music	 Investigation	Committee	
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(see	 Ibukiyama	 1979,	 20).	 Gottschewski	 is	 therefore	 right	 in	 pointing	 out	 that	 the	
“nursery	school	songs”	produced	by	the	musicians	of	the	court	represented	an	example	
of	 musical	 creativity	 in	 the	 context	 of	 ‘traditional	 music’	 (that	 is,	 a	 manifestation	 of	
‘modernity	within	tradition’),	and	that	their	study	must	be	wary	of	the	binary	opposition	




these	 were	 full-fledged	 compositions	 and	 artistic	 experimentations	 (1979,	 24).	
Paraphrasing	Gottschewski,	we	could	then	say	that	the	hoiku	shōka	show	that	change	is	
possible	 in	 musical	 contexts	 perceived	 as	 unalterable	 or	 even	 immutable27 .	 Perhaps	
similar	considerations	should	be	expanded	to	Meiji-period	school	songs	as	a	whole,	as	
Tsukahara	seems	to	suggest:	“Although	these	modern	songs	are	closer	in	style	to	Western	







in	 the	 little-known	 modes	 of	 gagaku,	 accompanied	 by	 instruments	 whose	 acoustic	
qualities	 are	 far	 from	 ideal	 in	 creating	 a	 sense	 of	 homogeneous	 unity	 of	 voices 28 .	
Eventually,	the	choice	fell	on	Isawa’s	model,	and	the	hoiku	shōka	were	quietly	put	aside.	
Nonetheless,	 a	 few	 songs	made	 their	way	 into	 successive	 collections	 of	 school	 songs,	
published	in	1883	and	1884	(Tsukahara	2009,	117;	Ibukiyama	1979,	24).	
These	institutional	dynamics,	and	the	artistic	experimentations	they	helped	shaping,	






























observation,	 I	 would	 advise	 against	 excluding	 the	 nursery	 school	 songs	 from	 such	 a	
definition	–if	anything	because	it	has	been	convincingly	demonstrated	that	these	pieces	




gagaku,	again	 in	 light	of	 the	arguments	made	by	a	number	of	scholars	concerning	 the	
constitutive	differences	between	the	two	kinds	of	musical	objects.	But	these	are	hardly	















On	 the	 other	 hand,	 however,	 gagaku	 musicians	 exhibited	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	
creativity	 in	 their	 multiple	 endeavors	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 court,	 whether	 this	 involved	
participating	 in	 the	 renewed	 rituals	 of	 a	 ‘state	 religion’	 in	 the	making,	 or	 composing	


































musical	 world	 in	 turmoil.	 Especially	 crucial	 was	 their	 ability	 to	 grapple	 with	 the	
complexities	 of	 (Western)	 staff	 notation	 (Tsukahara	 2009,	 115):	 it	 was	 this	 “bi-
musicality”33	that	 rendered	 the	 musicians-functionaries	 perfect	 candidates	 for	 a	 new	
project	set	up	by	the	Tokyo	Music	School	in	1907:	the	foundation	of	a	Research	Institute	
on	 Traditional	 Music	 (Hōgaku	 chōsa	 gakari).	 The	 purpose	 of	 the	 Institute	 was	 the	
investigation	and	preservation	of	“Japanese	traditional	music”	(hōgaku)	mainly	through	
historical	 and	 musicological	 analyses	 (Ōkubo	 2012,	 5;	 Terauchi	 2010,	 36–51).	 The	
practical	means	 to	 reach	 this	 goal	were	primarily	 two:	 extensive	use	of	 staff	 notation	





Gagaku	 was	 especially	 prominent,	 with	 sessions	 dedicated	 to	 its	 analysis	 or	
transcription	taking	place	even	two	or	three	times	per	week	between	1916	and	192834	
(Terauchi	2010,	38–42).	Four	musicians	from	the	Office	of	Gagaku	took	part	in	the	project,	





than	one	musical	 tradition	 (1960,	 55).	According	 to	Hood,	 this	 should	be	 a	 prerequisite	 for	 competent	













parts)	were	notated	 exactly	 as	 they	 appeared	 in	 the	official	Meiji	 senteifu	 and	 termed	
shohō	(“the	way	[the	music	is]	written”);	on	the	other,	the	same	melodic	line	was	notated	
as	it	was	actually	heard	 in	performance,	under	the	name	sōhō	(“the	way	[the	music	is]	
performed”).	 This	 represented	 an	 innovative	 and	 original	 analytical	 exercise:	 the	
juxtaposition	of	a	transnotation	(yakufu)	and	a	transcription	(saifu)37	made	it	possible	to	
appreciate	 the	subtleties	of	gagaku	performance,	while	at	 the	same	time	providing	an	
















specific	 meanings	 when	 used	 in	 ethnomusicological	 research.	 In	 particular,	 “in	 ethnomusicological	
transcription,	music	is	written	down	from	a	live	or	recorded	performance,	or	is	transferred	from	sound	to	
a	written	form	by	electronic	or	mechanical	means”	(Ellingson	2002,	692–93);	transnotation,	on	the	other	
hand,	 is	 the	 transferring	of	music	 from	a	 (written)	notation	system	to	another.	 In	 the	present	case,	 the	
preexisting	notation	 (from	 the	Meiji	 senteifu)	was	 transnotated	 (into	 staff	notation),	 and	 in	parallel	 the	






























term	 hōgaku	 soon	 became	 an	 ambiguous	 signifier,	 at	 times	 indicating	 the	 whole	 of	
Japanese	music	(including	compositions	 in	 ‘Western’	style	by	 Japanese	 individuals),	at	








As	a	matter	of	 fact,	 Isawa’s	personal	dismissal	of	 Japanese	 ‘traditional’	music	 in	the	
1870s	was	not	based	on	an	opposition	between	Western	and	Japanese	repertoires,	but	
rather	 on	 an	 earlier	 set	 of	 epistemological	 categories,	 namely	 that	 between	ga(gaku)	
(understood	 as	 ‘elegant,	 refined	 music’)	 and	 zoku(gaku)	 (‘popular,	 folkloric,	 vulgar	




was	 through	 the	 activities	 of	 the	 Ongaku	 torishirabe	 gakari	 that	 gagaku	 was	 re-
conceptualized;	 the	 activities	 of	 those	 musicians	 laid	 the	 foundations	 of	 its	







afterwards,	 its	 reverberations	 were	 bound	 to	 bring	 to	 mind	 ‘non-Western’	 and	
specifically	‘traditional’	music.	
But	 the	 fact	 that	 ‘Japanese	 traditional	 music’	 was	 not	 at	 first	 directly	 opposed	 to	
‘Western	music’	is	also	evidenced	by	the	contents	of	a	text	written	by	Isawa	in	1884,	on	
the	 occasion	 of	 the	 inclusion	 of	 items	 of	 Japanese	 music	 in	 the	 International	 Health	






a	chapter	entitled	On	the	Scale	of	 this	Country	 (Honpō	onritsu	no	koto)	using	 the	same	
character	for	‘country’	that	will	be	later	employed	in	the	expression	hōgaku,	whose	literal	










gaiben	 (Outline	 of	 Japanese	 court	 music)”,	 complete	 with	 an	 English	 translation	
(Tsukahara	 2013,	 230).	 This	Outline	 offers	 a	 synthetic	 explanation	 of	gagaku’s	major	









considered	 “‘Japanese	 music’,	 in	 recognition	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 had	 been	 transmitted	
within	the	country	for	an	extremely	long	time”	(Tsukahara	2013,	230).	But	perhaps	they	
also	 reveal	 that	 at	 the	 time	 there	 was	 no	 claim	 that	 gagaku	 had	 remain	 unaltered	
throughout	 the	 centuries.	 So	 while	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 autochthonous	 music	 could	 be	
presented	 as	 a	 component	 of	 a	 “modern	nation”	 that	 “to	 a	 great	 extent	 has	 absorbed	















imbricated	 with	 conceptions	 of	 ‘scientific	 endeavors’	 based	 on	 a	 type	 of	 knowledge-
production	associated	with	 ‘the	West’	 (i.e.	getting	to	know	an	object	by	systematically	
applying	a	technical	method	perceived	as	‘neutral’	and	endowed	with	‘explanatory	force’).		




extraneous.	 As	 indicated	 by	 the	 techniques	 employed	 in	 the	 transcription	 of	 gagaku	
pieces,	 the	 contribution	 of	 court	 music	 to	 the	 formation	 of	 this	 idea	 of	 ‘Japanese	
traditional	music’	 was	 fundamental.	 However,	 it	 is	 probably	wise	 not	 to	 think	 of	 the	
recording	and	(trans)notation	of	gagaku	as	certain	signs	of	a	sudden	turn	to	an	entirely	
new	 paradigm.	 Far	 from	 being	 ideological,	 the	 stance	 taken	 by	 the	 transcribers	 was	
















In	 all	 its	 manifestations,	 from	 court	 rituals	 to	 school	 songs,	 from	 international	







































apparatuses,	 most	 notably	 the	 institution	 of	 the	 Imperial	 family	 and	 the	 field	 of	
mandatory	school	education.	In	other	words,	if	the	practices	explored	in	this	chapter	all	
played	a	role	in	the	birth	of	modern	gagaku,	they	are	also	all	partaking	in	the	historical	
















give	 material	 and	 sonic	 substance	 to	 specific	 ideological	 principles.	 That	 these	 early	
attempts	were	hybrid	in	nature,	defying	the	boundaries	of	tradition	and	modernity	by	
















of	 simplistic	 binary	 interpretations:	 as	 noticed	by	Tsukahara	Yasuko,	 the	 tendency	 to	
construe	the	musical	dynamics	of	19th-century	Japan	in	terms	of	an	opposition	between	
‘Western’	and	‘traditional’	music	“reveals	glimpses	of	a	conceptual	framework	that	views	
the	 modernization	 of	 music	 in	 non-Western	 cultures	 largely	 as	 a	 process	 of	
westernization”	 (2013,	 224).	 But	 cases	 like	 the	 skillful	 transnotations	 made	 by	 the	
musicians	of	the	Hōgaku	chōsa	gakari	demonstrate	that,	far	from	being	mere	examples	of	
westernization,	 the	 Japanese	 attempts	 to	 deploy	 technical	 skills	 derived	 from	 fairly	
unfamiliar	musical	 and	 cultural	 backgrounds	were	 characterized	 by	 a	 high	 degree	 of	
sophistication	 and	 creativity.	 In	 turn,	 this	 puts	 into	 question	 the	 validity	 of	
interpretations	of	gagaku	as	an	unchanged	and	unchanging	performing	art:	in	fact,	the	





given	 the	 strict	 relationship	 between	 the	 two,	whether	 the	 same	 can	 be	 said	 of	 State	
Shinto47.	However,	 it	 is	 equally	 important	 to	keep	 in	mind,	 as	Terauchi	does,	 that	 the	
																																																						









music	making,	 religion,	 and	 the	 reorganization	 of	 the	 institutional	 apparatuses	 of	 the	
state.	In	many	ways,	the	encounter	(or	better	encounters)	with	modernity	described	so	
far	show	that	gagaku	was	an	important	mediator	at	the	center	of	a	complex	web	of	mutual	
affordances49.	 Reshaped	 alongside	 the	 social	 structures	 it	was	 involved	 in	 reshaping,	
gagaku	started	anew	while	remaining	the	ancient	performing	art	it	had	been	for	centuries.	
Fulfilling	 the	 need	 of	 both	 nationalistic	 and	 modernizing	 drives	 to	 be	 symbolically	
represented	required	 that	 this	music	be	 ‘resemanticized’	 in	 terms	of	a	performing	art	
with	strong	religious	connotations	and	an	exclusive	relation	to	the	imperial	family50.	In	
this	sense,	the	ritual	contexts	in	which	gagaku	was	employed	were	not	marginal	elements	
in	 the	political	endeavors	of	 the	 time;	 to	 the	contrary,	 they	were	at	 the	core	of	a	new	
















non-deterministic	 fashion	 the	 relationship	 between	 ideology	 and	 court	 music	 in	 Meiji	 Japan.	 The	 first	
concept	 is	 favored	 here	 because	 it	 is	 essentially	 relational	 and	 disrespectful	 of	 material-semiotic	
discriminations	between	the	entities	brought	into	the	relation.	
50	However,	it	is	important	to	remember	that,	contrary	to	an	“old	image,	which	still	excercises	strong	













even	 contemporary	 genealogy.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 is	 important	 to	keep	 in	mind	 that	
steering	 away	 from	 the	 past	 was	 not	 without	 consequences,	 and	 that	 a	 genealogical	






changes	 and	 increasingly	 unstable	 conditions	 characterized	 the	 latter	 part	 of	 the	19th	
century	for	performers	of	court	music	operating	in	the	Kansai	area.	Many	musicians	were	





















number	 of	 foreign	 musical	 idioms.	 The	 transformations	 that	 ensued	 have	 radically	
reshaped	court	music,	and	are	at	the	basis	of	contemporary	understandings	of	what	this	








this	 was	 arguably	 the	 area	 that	 had	 to	 face	 the	 harshest	 challenges	 to	 keep	 the	




particular	 strip	 of	 land	 has	 had	 the	 property	 of	 not	 making	 a	 special	 type	 of	 object	
(gagaku)	disappear.	By	looking	at	each	local	reality	separately	and	comparing	similarities	









(see	 Thornbury	 1997;	 Lancashire	 2013;	 Akagawa	 2015).	 As	 a	 consequence,	 local	
enactments	 of	 genres	 like	 gagaku	 are	 often	 (and	 regrettably)	 the	 stuff	 of	 research	
conducted	 by	 members	 of	 hozonkai,	 preservation	 societies.	 Despite	 the	 impressive	
quality	of	 this	 sort	of	 this	 sort	of	 research	 in	 Japan	 (a	 country	were	 the	 line	between	
amateurs	and	professional	 is	often	blurred),	scholars	 interested	in	gagaku	have	rarely	










between	 the	modern	histories	of	Kansai	gagaku.	Moreover,	 and	more	 importantly,	by	
focusing	 specifically	 on	 these	 groups	 of	 practitioners	 a	 decentering	 of	 orthodox	 and	
normative	definitions	of	gagaku	is	made	directly	manifest.	This	decentering	operation	is	
















gagaku	 of	 the	 Imperial	 Household	 of	 Japan,	 recognized	 by	 UNESCO	 in	 2009	 as	 an	




and	 its	 admission	 into	 the	 masculine	 walls	 of	 the	 Edo	 castle	 starting	 from	 1642	
(Takenouchi	2006,	193),	the	fact	remains	that	from	its	arrival	in	Japan	to	well	into	the	

































460).	 Moreover,	 the	 Meiji-period	 gagaku	 dictionary	 Gagakushōjiten,	 largely	 based	 on	 the	 earlier	
Kabuhinmoku	by	Ōgawa	Morinaka	(1760-1823)	also	has	a	similar	entry	 for	gakusho	 (Gagaku	to	bugaku	
oyobi	 kanren	 geinō	 no	 ima	 to	 mukashi	 kyōdō	 kenkyūkai	 2016,	 35–36).	 However,	 throughout	 this	
dissertation	the	transliteration	gakuso	has	been	preferred	in	order	to	avoid	unnecessary	confusion:	in	fact,	
even	 though	 recently	 there	 has	 been	 a	 tendency	 to	 shift	 toward	 gakusho	 (e.g.	 Endō	 2013,	 44),	 the	
expression	sanpō	gakuso	is	still	widely	used,	and	remains	the	preferred	choice	for	both	introductory	and	
reference	books	on	court	music	(see,	among	many	others,	Endō	2007,	32;	2008,	82;	Terauchi	2011,	29;	















the	 Heian	 or	 Kamakura	 period	 would	 mean	 erroneously	 projecting	 a	 historically	
constructed	interpretation	of	this	essentially	early	modern	phenomenon	back	in	time	4.	
Neither	were	the	activities	of	these	musicians	limited	to	the	court:	as	early	as	the	Keichō	








Even	 so,	 similarities	 among	 these	 three	 centers	 of	 (court)	music	production	 justify	
treating	 them	 jointly	 from	 at	 least	 the	 16th	 century.	 Significantly,	 and	 apparently	




temporarily	 or	 perhaps	 even	 permanently	 suspended	 without	 this	 precious	 support.	








Family	 2008,	 23–24).	 Interestingly,	 historical	 documents	 show	 that	 such	 instances	 of	
collaboration	were	not	 just	a	matter	of	 following	orders,	but	 rather	a	 real	 example	of	
mutual	cooperation	that	extended	to	smaller	local	groups:	for	example,	when	in	1484	and	
1496	 the	group	 in	Nara	experienced	a	 shortage	of	members,	 several	 individuals	 from	
another	gagaku	group	(simply	referred	to	as	“Sumiyoshi	reijin”)	provided	the	personnel	
necessary	 to	 conduct	 normal	 performances	 (Yamada	 2016,	 19–20).	 A	 similar	
collaboration	exists	today	between	the	Kyoto	group	Heian	gagakukai	and	the	Nara-based	
Nanto	 gakuso:	 every	 year	 on	 December	 17,	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 important	Kasuga	
Wakamiya	 Onmatsuri	 festival,	 two	 or	 three	 members	 of	 the	 former	 association	 are	
dispatched	to	Nara,	in	what	seems	to	be	a	mostly	symbolical	gesture,	commemorating	a	




gakuso:	 while	 musicians	 in	 Kyoto	 were	 mostly	 active	 in	 the	 context	 of	 calendrical	
ceremonies	 in	 the	 court,	 in	 Nara	 and	 Osaka	 music	 and	 dance	 were	 provided	 as	 an	
essential	element	of	ritual	services	and	festivals	(hōe,	hōyō	and	matsuri)	at	local	shrines	
and	 temples.	 The	 ritual	 occasions	 in	 which	 gagaku	 was	 inscribed	 were	 the	 most	















7 	Today,	 this	 holds	 especially	 true	 for	 those	 members	 of	 the	 Music	 Department	 of	 the	 Imperial	
Household	 who	 are	 the	 scions	 of	 ancient	 families.	 Occasionally,	 these	 musicians	 reveal	 their	 initial	
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In	 this	way,	 the	 social	 fabric	of	a	 certain	community	and	 its	 relations	 to	gagaku	were	




the	 study	 of	 court	 music	 and	 of	 specific	 sites	 where	 it	 is	 transmitted,	 could	 provide	
invaluable	 data	 on	 the	 social	 significance	 of	 gagaku	 in	 the	 wider	 context	 of	
communitarian	public	spheres.	
Another	defining	element	of	the	three	offices	of	music	was	the	secretive	character	of	
the	 oral-aural	 methods	 of	 music	 transmission	 that	 all	 of	 them	 employed	 –something	
directly	 related	 to	 the	 hereditary	 nature	 of	 the	 transmission	 (T.	 Tōgi	 1999,	 73–79).	
Although	 in	 principle	 this	 aspect	 did	 not	 set	 the	 local	 musicians	 apart	 from	 the	
aristocratic	 family	 lines	 emerged	 in	 the	 late	 Heian	 period8 ,	 the	 more	 technical	 and	
encompassing	nature	of	the	transmission	of	gagaku	as	carried	out	by	the	sanpō	gakunin	
(‘gagaku	musicians	from	the	three	directions’)	brought	to	a	more	striking	diversification	
of	 local	 styles,	 clearly	based	on	discordant	 interpretations	of	 the	 repertoires.	 In	other	




way,	 a	 prerogative	 of	 these	 groups.	 Incidentally,	 this	 stands	 in	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	
developments	 observed	 in	 the	 Meiji	 period,	 when	 the	 production	 of	 uniform	 scores	
marked	a	strong	‘textualization’	of	the	practice,	to	the	detriment	of	the	more	secretive	
methods	of	oral	transmission.	





societal	 obligation	 toward	 the	 family.	 For	 some	 telling	 examples,	 see	 the	 interviews	 contained	 in	 a	
documentary	produced	by	the	Ministry	of	Education	on	the	occasion	of	the	participation	of	the	musicians	
to	 the	 Edinburgh	 International	 Festival	 in	 2012	 (available	 at	





simply	 elements	 of	 self-aggrandizing	 narratives.	 But	 the	 eyes	 and	 ears	 capable	 of	
detecting	them	must	be	expertly	skilled:	it	is	unlikely	that	the	untrained	listener	might	











repertoire	 and	 of	 the	 name	 of	 pieces	 performed	with	 variations;	 Endō	 2013,	 305–53	





style	of	 this	or	 that	group.	 In	 this	 context,	 it	 is	 also	worth	noticing	 that	 today’s	Kyoto	
musicians	are	not	the	bearers	of	any	recognizable	distinctive	performing	feature.	Rather,	
their	style	is	aligned	to	that	of	the	Tokyo	musicians.	Thus,	nowadays,	objective	variances	
among	 such	 elements	 as	 special	 dance	 movements,	 distinctive	 melodic	 phrasings	 or	
melodic	figurations,	and	peculiar	choices	of	tempi	(see	Terauchi	2011,	125)	characterize	
the	 claims	 to	 unicity	 made	 by	 the	 Kansai	 groups	 active	 in	 Nara	 (Nanto	 gakuso)	 and	




not	 primarily	 concerned	 with	 the	 issue	 of	 comparing	 precise	 musical	 or	 gestural	





created	and	 the	most	 important	gakke	 families	were	 summoned	 to	Tokyo	had	 to	 find	
ways	to	keep	their	own	specific	traditions	of	transmission	alive.	These	included	physical	
skills,	material	objects	and	notation	systems,	but	also	a	host	of	social	relations	with	local	
institutions.	 Together	 with	 more	 specific	 musical	 features,	 all	 of	 these	 elements	












to	 Tokyo	was	 bound	 to	 have	more	 intense	 consequences	 on	 the	 longtime	 seat	 of	 the	
emperor’s	 power.	 Precisely	 because	 of	 this	 association	with	 the	 imperial	 institutions,	
over	the	course	of	its	long	history	Kyoto’s	gagaku	suffered	repeated	moments	of	crises.	
The	 first	 and	most	 brutal	 of	 these	were	 the	 disorders	 of	 the	Ōnin	wars	 (1467-1477).	
During	the	decades	that	followed	the	violent	outbursts	of	1467,	“Kyoto	was	ravaged	and	
mostly	destroyed,	with	devastating	effect	on	 the	court	and	 its	gagaku	 tradition.	Many	
musicians	were	able	to	flee	to	the	somewhat	safer	provinces,	but	a	large	number	were	
killed,	bringing	to	an	end	several	hereditary	musician	houses”	(Shumway	2001,	120).	In	













of	 the	 other	 sanpō	 gakuso	 (Yamada	 2016,	 204).	 To	 actually	 fulfill	 their	 duties,	 these	
performers	needed	the	financial	support	of	powerful	families	such	as	the	Yotsuji	clan11	










leaving	 the	musicians	with	no	other	 choice	but	 to	organize	 themselves	 autonomously	
(Tsukahara	 1998,	 217;	 Endō	 et	 al.	 2006,	 135).	 From	 this	moment	 on,	 information	 on	




family	 were	 Horikawa	 Hisatami	 (1833-?),	 a	 man	 from	 the	 old	 capital,	 and	 his	 son	
Morokatsu	(1860-1938).	Hailing	from	a	family	that	had	close	ties	to	Buddhist	institutions,	
both	father	and	son	entered	the	Office	of	Gagaku	in	1873,	the	very	year	in	which	court	
music	 transmission	 was	 open	 to	 ‘commoners’.	 Though	 one	 can	 easily	 imagine	 their	




































of	 Kyoto	 grew	 exponentially:	 the	 group	 was	 especially	 active	 in	 keeping	 alive	 two	

























of	2015.	What	stands	out	 in	his	method	 is	 the	 fact	 that	Mr.	Nakagawa	uses	his	own	scores,	revised	and	
simplified	under	 the	guidance	of	Abe	Suemasa,	and	that	he	employs	extensively	his	own	book,	A	shinto	
priest	 recounts	 the	 charms	 of	 Kyoto:	 looking	 for	 the	 origins	 of	 the	 Japanese	 spirit	 as	 teaching	 material	
(Hisatada	 Nakagawa	 2010).	 Both	 the	 contents	 of	 the	 book	 and	 his	 general	 approach	 as	 a	 lecturer	 are	
marked	by	a	strong	Nihonjinron	discourse,	 interspersed	with	attempts	to	make	traditional	culture	 ‘look	
cool’	in	the	eyes	of	often	only	mildly	interested	teenagers.	Asked	about	it,	Mr.	Nakagawa	confirmed	that	it	
would	be	 “too	heavy”	 for	 students	 to	 only	 learn	 about	gagaku,	 and	 adds	 that	because	 the	hichiriki	 is	 a	
physically	 demanding	 instrument	 for	 beginners,	 in	 his	 fifteen	 years	 of	 teaching	 he	 gradually	 became	
persuaded	 that	 it	 is	more	 appropriate	 to	 “listen	 to	 interesting	 and	 little-known	 facts	 about	 traditional	
Japanese	 customs	 and	 culture”	 than	 “to	 talk	 slavishly	 about	 the	 history	 and	 theory	 of	 court	 music”	
(interview,	December	3,	2015).	All	in	all,	his	attempt	to	reconcile	the	practice	of	gagaku	with	things	of	the	







Even	 though	present-day	gagaku	 in	Kyoto	appears	 to	be	 in	good	shape,	 it	 is	worth	
noticing	that	the	groups	currently	active	do	not	seem	to	rank	among	the	most	important	















The	history	of	gagaku	 in	Osaka	 is	an	example	of	 the	extraordinary	degree	to	which	
local	 practitioners	 have	 interwoven	 past	 and	 present	 both	 into	 their	 public	
representations	and	in	their	shared	identity	as	performers.	Gagaku	performance	in	the	
area	is	well	attested	by	a	variety	of	historical	documents	that	span	from	the	Kamakura	
period	 to	 modern	 times13.	 Most	 of	 these	 sources	 insist	 on	 the	 axiomatic	 connection	
between	court	music	and	the	Shitennōji	temple	(often	simply	referred	to	as	Tennōji),	the	
first	 Buddhist	 temple	 in	 Japan,	 erected	 following	 an	 order	 by	 Shōtoku	 Taishi	 in	 593	
















important	 tradition	 characteristic	 of	 the	 Tennōji”,	 confirming	 its	 antiquity	 (quoted	 in	
Terauchi	2011,	121–22).	Thus,	 it	would	appear	 that	 the	 earliest	 records	of	 Shitennōji	







in	 Osaka,	 thus	 inheriting	 the	 tradition	 of	 the	 earlier	 gakuso.	 The	 central	 importance	
attributed	to	the	past	is	evident	in	the	insistence	with	which	scholars	directly	affiliated	to	
the	group	or	to	the	Shitennōji	itself	emphasize	the	role	of	ancient	performing	arts	and	of	


















performing	 gagaku	 for	 temples	 and	 shrines	 (…)	 in	 Osaka”	 (Terauchi	 2013b,	 174).	
Minamitani	 suggests	 that	 two	 of	 the	 pieces	 performed	 during	 the	 Shōryōe	 festival,	
entitled	Bosatsu	and	Shishi,	are	surviving	examples	of	gigaku15	(2006,	28)	and	that	the	
characteristic	 traits	of	Garyōkai’s	performances	may	be	“the	result	of	 the	 fact	 that	 the	
bugaku	 of	 Shitennōji,	 compared	 to	bugaku	 as	 performed	 in	 other	places,	 retained	 the	
atmosphere	of	gigaku”	 (2008,	127).	The	decision	that	gigaku	 should	be	transmitted	 is	
credited	to	none	other	than	Shōtoku	Taishi	himself,	in	a	famous	edict	of	612	that	sought	
to	 spread	 the	 Buddhist	 faith	 (Shōtoku	 Taishi	 denryaku)	 (Cranston	 1993,	 497).	









history	 contributes	 to	 a	 process	 of	 legitimation	 of	 Garyōkai’s	 claim	 to	 antiquity,	 and	
therefore	to	authenticity.	For	this	reason,	it	is	important	to	handle	her	analyses	with	care,	
knowing	 that	 attempts	 to	 ‘bring	 back	 the	 clock’	 of	 a	 group’s	 history	 runs	 the	 risk	 of	










teachings	 happened	 in	 front	 of	 a	 hanging	 scroll	 with	 his	 image,	 in	 a	 way	 that	 reminds	 of	 meditation	
techniques	in	front	of	mandalas	(Minamitani	2008,	127–28).	




authority	 from	similar	operations,	scholars	may	end	up	 losing	analytical	sharpness.	 In	
point	of	fact,	the	only	features	ascribable	to	the	connection	between	gigaku	and	(Osaka)	
gagaku	are	“a	marked	realism	in	the	representation	of	the	characters”	and	the	“portrayal	
of	 people”	 on	 the	 stage	 (Minamitani	 2008,	 126).	 All	 in	 all,	 similar	 traits	 seem	 hardly	
sufficient	to	justify	an	unbound	centennial	 link	to	a	performing	art	otherwise	virtually	
lost19.	







called	 Shin	 Buddhism)	 school	 started	 to	 approach	 gagaku	 and	 to	 incorporate	 it	 into	






what	 would	 soon	 become	 Garyōkai	 increased:	 already	 in	 1883,	 a	 certain	 number	 of	
“commoners”	participated	in	the	Shōryōe,	and	the	next	year	shrine	priests	and	Buddhist	
monks	 from	 the	area	were	also	 included	 (Terauchi	2011,	124).	Buddhist	monks	were	
especially	instrumental	in	assisting	the	group	in	its	initial	stages	of	development:	“at	first,	
Garyōkai	was	based	in	the	Yūkōji	temple	headed	by	Reverend	Mori	Sōju,	then	in	1890	it	

















in	 the	 temple	where	he	was	serving	as	priest	 (S.	Ono	2008,	113).	The	name	Garyōkai	
(literally,	Association	of	Elegance	and	Refinement)	was	itself	suggested	by	the	reverend,	
taking	 inspiration	 from	a	devotional	hymn	composed	by	Shinran,	 the	 founder	of	 Jōdō	
Shinshū.	 Nowadays,	 Ono	 Shōin	 is	 remembered	 yearly	 with	 a	 dedicated	 Buddhist	
memorial	 service	 called	Shōinki	 (S.	Ono	2008,	113).	More	 importantly,	his	 legacy	was	
carried	on	by	his	descendants:	both	his	son	Ono	Setsuryū	(1907-1986)	and	his	grandson	
Ono	Kōryū	(1936-2014)	have	become	‘head’	(gakutō)	of	Garyōkai	after	him.	Presently,	






In	 the	 case	 of	 Garyōkai,	 opening	 up	 the	 group	 beyond	 the	 confines	 of	 specialized	





















those	 peculiarities	 of	 the	 Tennōji	 gakuso	 known	 since	 premodern	 times,	 critics	 and	
historians	of	court	music	could	maintain	that	they	pose	a	threat	to	Garyōkai’s	claims	to	
authenticity.	 Beyond	 such	 disagreements,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 similar	
choices	secured	a	stable	place	for	gagaku	in	the	texture	of	Osaka’s	cultural	life,	infusing	
the	feeling	that	court	music	could	be	something	close	to	the	life	of	common	people,	if	not	




makes	 it	 possible	 to	 keep	 the	 activities	 of	 the	 group	 alive	may	well	 be	 deemed	more	
important	than	attempting	to	be	faithful	to	the	prescribed	repertoire.	
As	 already	 mentioned,	 it	 is	 certainly	 possible	 to	 compile	 a	 list	 of	 precise	 stylistic	
elements	that	differentiate	Osaka’s	musical	style	of	gagaku	from	the	one	of	Tokyo	or	Nara.	
Such	 a	 list	 would	 include	 details	 of	 danced	 pieces	 performed	 at	 a	 different	 speed	 or	





cultural	 dynamics	 over	 performing	 ones.	 There	 is	 no	 doubt	 that	 a	 more	 precise	
exploration	 of	 Garyōkai’s	 style	 would	 be	 precious	 –but	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 the	
technicalities	indispensable	to	a	full	understanding	of	such	a	topic	render	their	inclusion	
scarcely	advantageous.	
All	 in	 all,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 argue	 that	 the	most	 prominent	 characteristic	 of	 Osaka’s	
musicians’	 response	 to	 the	 challenges	 of	 the	 Meiji	 period	 was	 their	 reliance	 on	 the	




(and	 still	negotiates)	between	 the	allure	and	 “cultural	 capital”	 (Bourdieu)	of	gagaku’s	






















at	 play:	 1870,	 a	 phoenix,	 death	 and	 rebirth	 –the	 rhetoric	 could	 not	 be	 clearer.	





to	 disentangle	 elements	 that	 were	 purposely	 recast	 with	 utilitarian	 or	 even	 self-
aggrandizing	ends	from	historically-based	claims.	
A	 first,	 crucial	 assumption	 in	 Kasagi’s	 accounts	 is	 that	 the	 history	 of	 his	 group	 is	
tantamount	to	that	of	Nara’s	gagaku	at	large.	Never	tackled	directly,	the	question	of	how	
the	 historical	 continuity	 between	 past	 and	 present	 practitioners	 of	 court	 music	 was	
assured	at	various	critical	historical	junctures	is	resolved	resorting	to	genealogical	lines	
and	sparse	quotes	from	musicians’	diaries	dating	back	to	the	Edo	period	(see	e.g.	Kasagi	
2006).	 However,	 these	 documents	 only	 account	 for	 the	 years	 leading	 to	 the	 Meiji	
restoration,	and	thus	do	not	truly	clarify	whether	or	not	the	group	known	today	as	Nanto	































years,	making	Nanto’s	gakke	 the	most	numerous	 in	 Japan.	According	to	 this	narrative,	
during	 the	general	 reorganization	of	gagaku	 transmission	of	 the	 late	10th	 century	 the	
Koma	family	was	specifically	entrusted	with	the	transmission	of	music	“of	the	left”	(i.e.	
tōgaku,	 mostly	 hailing	 from	 the	 Chinese	 empire),	 while	 the	 music	 “of	 the	 right”	 (i.e.	
komagaku,	mostly	hailing	from	the	three	Kingdoms	of	Korea)	was	assigned	to	the	Ōno	
family	 (Kasagi	 1993,	 23).	 Throughout	 the	 centuries,	 Nara’s	 gagaku	 musicians	 (Nanto	
gakunin)	 continued	 passing	 down	 the	 tradition,	 performing	 at	 major	 temple-shrine	














25	See	 Shiba	 Sukehiro’s	 (1898-1982)	Genealogy	 of	 the	 Gagaku	 Families	 of	 the	 Three	 Offices	 of	Music	
(1967;	reprint	in	T.	Tōgi,	Shiba,	and	Hayashi	2006,	238–63).	
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However,	 the	 practical	 supervision	 of	 the	 activities	 of	 the	 gagaku	 musicians	 was	
carried	 out	 by	 the	 powerful	 Yotsuji	 family,	 and	 their	 headquarters	 were	 located	 at	





overshadowed	 by	 its	 prestigious	 neighbors	 (above	 all	 the	 Tōdaiji	 temple,	 just	 a	 few	
meters	away).	It	welcomes	visitors	quietly,	even	anonymously,	with	an	ordinary	orange	
gate	on	the	roadside,	past	which	very	little	is	detectable.	Unassuming	as	it	may	be	today,	
the	 shrine	 enjoys	 a	 certain	 popularity	 among	 gagaku	 practitioners,	 primarily	 in	
connection	with	Koma	no	Chikazane.	In	fact,	in	1217,	following	an	oracle	response,	the	
famous	gagaku	 scholar	 and	 performer	 started	 serving	 as	 a	 priest	 in	 this	 very	 temple	
(Kasagi	2014,	126).	Over	the	centuries,	a	cult	developed	among	lovers	of	court	music	and	














practitioner	 bowing	 in	 front	 of	 the	Mukōsha	 shrine,	 eyes	 closed,	 evidently	 absorbed,	
somehow	contrasted	with	the	humble,	empty	grounds	surrounding	us.	 It	was	a	strong	





attachments,	 to	 nurture	 commitments.	 Interestingly,	 today	 Himuro	 jinja	 is	 not	 the	
headquarter	of	Nanto	gakuso,	but	of	a	smaller	association	of	gagaku	practitioners,	called	
Nanto	 kōyōkai27,	 founded	 just	 after	 the	 war	 (Kasagi	 2014,	 133).	 In	 a	 sense,	 the	 site	
appears	 to	 have	 multiplied	 its	 relations	 with	 the	 practice	 of	 ‘Japanese	 court	 music’,	




main	 building	 of	 the	 compound,	 it	 is	 decorated	 with	 images	 of	 drums	 and	 gagaku	
instruments,	and	one	can	easily	discern	a	man	dancing	in	a	gagaku	costume	on	one	side	
(Kasagi	2014,	132)	(see	FIG.3.4).	The	fact	that	the	donation	of	the	stone	lantern	took	place	
















local	 shrine,	 the	 Kasuga	 Taisha,	 manifested	 the	 intention	 to	 train	 its	 religious	
functionaries	 (kannushi)	 in	 the	ancient	performing	art.	This	was	done	with	an	eye	on	




Nakashima	 et	 al.	 1991,	 11–40).	 The	 goddess,	 Ame	 no	 oshikumone	 no	 mikoto,	 is	
transported	to	a	temporary	shrine	(otabisho),	in	front	of	which	the	main	ceremony	takes	
place	 every	year	on	December	1728.	Among	 the	 arts	performed,	gagaku	 has	 the	most	
prominent	role29,	and	to	this	day	the	ritual	is	the	most	important	moment	of	the	year	for	
Nanto	 gakuso.	 Musicians	 assign	 it	 great	 significance,	 and	 so	 do	 scholars:	 the	 great	
ethnologist	 Orikuchi	 Shinobu	 (1877-1953),	 for	 instance,	 has	 written	 on	 the	 subject	
(Orikuchi	1967)30.	




performers 31 .	 Luckily,	 in	 1873	 the	 study	 of	 a	 number	 of	 traditional	 arts	 (including	











30 	The	 full	 text	 of	 Orikuchi’s	 article	 is	 available	 at:	
http://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000933/files/47688_42280.html	 (accessed	 07/08/2016).	 On	 the	







of	 the	 bulk	 of	 gagaku’s	 transmission	 from	 members	 of	 specialized	 families	 to	 the	
personnel	of	a	shrine32.	
In	the	same	years	in	which	several	religious	specialists	were	approaching	gagaku,	the	





Within	 this	 framework,	 paintings	 and	 precious	 objects	 that	 belonged	 to	 aristocratic	
families	 or	 religious	 institutions	 started	 to	 become	 available	 to	 a	much	wider	 public.	
Among	 the	 objects	 on	 display	 were	 the	 treasures	 of	 the	 Shōsōin	 storehouse,	 which	
included	ancient	musical	 instruments	and	precious	costumes	used	 in	performances	of	
bugaku 33 .	 No	 doubt	 this	 contributed	 greatly	 to	 the	 popularization	 of	 court	 music,	
essentially	conveying	the	idea	that	it	was	a	 ‘reifiable’	art	form,	consumable	if	not	(yet)	
commodifiable34.	As	noted	by	Kasagi,	contemporary	pubic	performances	of	court	music	



















imperial	 palace)	 to	 a	 more	 “terrestrial”	 (chijō)	 or,	 quite	 literally,	 down	 to	 earth	 aesthetic	 form	 to	 be	
appreciated	like	other	entertainment	genres,	see	(Terauchi	2010,	viii).	
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people”	 to	a	 group	of	 semi-professionals	 (Kasagi	2014,	25–26).	However,	 this	did	not	
mean	that	religious	specialists	stopped	caring	about	court	music:	once	again	thanks	to	
the	 intervention	 of	 Miyagawa	 Tadaoki,	 three	 priests	 at	 Kasuga	 were	 appointed	 the	
exclusive	duty	of	performing	music,	thus	securing	the	continuity	of	gagaku	transmission	
inside	the	shrine	too.	The	first	15	years	of	the	new	century	were	bustling	with	activities,	
including	performances	of	Nara	gakukai	at	all	 the	major	 temples	 in	Nara.	The	general	
population	 was	 thus	 gradually	 exposed	 to	 the	 presence	 of	 court	 music	 in	 specific,	
historically	relevant	sites:	in	a	way,	the	creation	of	a	widespread	awareness	of	the	value	
of	Nara’s	 ancient	 temples	 and	 shrines	 in	 terms	of	national	 cultural	 heritage	 sites	was	
accompanied	by	a	soundtrack	or,	better,	a	 soundscape,	 largely	centered	on	gagaku	 –a	
phenomenon	that	must	be	understood	in	parallel	to	the	coterminous	conceptualization	
of	court	music	as	the	‘soundscape’	of	shintō	(see	Chapter	2).	













to	 take	 part	 in	 an	 intensive	 summer	 course	 organized	within	 the	 grounds	 of	 Kasuga	
Taisha	and	led	by	instructors	dispatched	from	the	imperial	household	in	Tokyo.	Though	












of	 in-depth	 learning	 and	 enthusiastic	 sharing.	 The	 course	 is	 an	 especially	meaningful	
occasion	for	new	members	of	Nanto	gakuso	to	get	to	know	each	other	better	in	a	notably	
relaxed	 environment,	 punctuated	 by	 moments	 of	 conviviality.	 Sharing	 meals	 and	 tea	
breaks	 in	 the	 heat;	 chatting	while	 walking	 together	 through	 the	 forest	 of	 Nara	 park;	
smoking	 a	 cigarette	 with	 the	 teachers	 in	 the	 designated	 areas	 at	 the	 back	 of	 Kasuga	
Taisha’s	 buildings;	 dealing	 with	 curious	 visitors	 attracted	 by	 the	 unfamiliar	 sounds	
piercing	 through	 thin,	 rice	 paper	 walls…all	 this	 creates	 a	 sense	 of	 comradeship	 and	
strengthens	the	feeling	of	belonging	to	a	group	of	like-minded	peers35.	In	this	and	other	
ways,	the	modern	history	of	Nara’s	gagaku	continues	to	resonate	with	today’s	practices.	








30).	 But	 the	 true	 birth	 of	 a	 ‘preservation	 discourse’	 can	 be	 identified	 with	 the	
promulgation	of	the	Law	for	the	Protection	of	Cultural	Properties	(Bunkazai	hogohō)	in	
1950.	 As	 is	 well	 known,	 this	 formed	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 recognition	 of	 the	 category	 of	
“intangible	cultural	heritage”	(mukei	bunkazai)	not	only	in	Japan,	but	on	an	international	
level	(Akagawa	2015,	47–78;	2016).	Two	years	later,	in	1952,	“the	bugaku	of	the	Southern	
Capital	 preserved	 at	 Kasuga	 shrine”	was	 nominated	 as	 intangible	 cultural	 heritage	 of	
Japan,	marking	a	new	phase	for	the	history	of	Nanto	gakuso.	
The	twenty	years	that	separated	the	creation	of	the	Kasuga	kogaku	hozonkai	from	the	
nomination	 were	 an	 especially	 difficult	 time	 for	 court	 music	 in	 Nara.	 The	 long,	 dark	










with	 the	new	governmental	 regulations	 (Kasagi	2008,	32).	During	 the	war,	numerous	
members	of	the	Kogaku	hozonkai	were	sent	off	to	fight,	and	some	did	not	make	it	back	
home.	Of	those	who	did	return,	not	all	rejoined	the	group	(Kasagi	2014,	32).	
The	 new	 phase	 inaugurated	 in	 1952	with	 the	 nomination	 of	 the	 arts	 of	 Kasuga	 as	
intangible	cultural	heritage	of	Japan	had	the	positive	effect	of	reinvigorating	the	overall	
status	of	 court	music	 among	 local	musicians:	 the	number	of	members	 enrolled	 in	 the	
Kogaku	hozonkai	gradually	increased,	celebrations	at	major	temples	were	resumed,	and	
stability	seemed	to	be	an	achievable	goal.	The	improved	situation	formed	the	backdrop	
for	 the	 revival	 of	 the	 group	 of	 performers	 connected	 to	 Kasuga	 Taisha.	 In	 1968,	 the	
Incorporated	 Association	 Nanto	 gakuso	 detached	 itself	 from	 the	 preservation	 group	
(which	 nonetheless	 remained	 the	 overarching	 structure	 providing	 an	 institutional	


























triangle’	 makes	 it	 possible	 to	 detect	 a	 number	 of	 common	 threads	 in	 the	 ways	 local	
practitioners	 have	managed	 to	 sustain	 and	maintain	 the	 transmission	 of	 court	music	
during	an	especially	troubled	time.	Some	of	these	dynamics	encompass	broader	portions	
of	late-19th-century	Japanese	society,	while	others	are	directly	related	to	the	specificities	
of	gagaku’s	history.	First	and	 foremost,	 all	 the	 three	centers	of	 transmission	explored	
(Kyoto,	Osaka,	 and	Nara)	 relied	 heavily	 on	 religious	 institutions	with	which	 they	 had	




1930s.	 Furthermore,	 given	 the	 effects	 of	 modern	 political	 deliberations	 concerning	
religious	practices,	the	nature	of	those	connections	with	religious	institutions	had	to	be	
somewhat	 reshaped:	 while	 for	 the	 Osaka	 musicians	 this	 meant	 renewing	 their	























before:	 even	 if	 the	 disbanding	 of	 local	 groups	 had	 an	 undeniable	 ‘watershed	 effect’,	
practitioners	in	all	three	performing	centers	exploited	the	“symbolic	capital”	(in	Pierre	
Bourdieu’s	 terms)	 of	 gagaku	 and	 of	 ancient	 Japanese	 history.	 Thus,	 while	 Osaka’s	




on	 earth	 in	 which	 the	 tradition	 of	 court	 music	 survived37.	 As	 for	 Kyoto,	 what	 more	





the	 reassertion	of	 each	group’s	 roots	 stands	out	as	a	paradigmatic	 trait	 reverberating	
throughout	the	‘gagaku	triangle’	since	the	first	years	of	the	Meiji	and	all	the	way	to	the	
present.		
However,	 this	 can	 also	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	 astute	 strategy	 to	 conceive	what	 was	
perhaps	the	greatest	change	of	all	in	the	passage	from	before	to	after	1870	–namely	the	
changed	 status	of	 the	gagaku	 practitioner.	 In	 fact,	what	 for	 centuries	had	been	a	 role	
reserved	 to	 specialized	 families	 and	 courtly	 aristocrats	 suddenly	 became	 a	 pursuable	
path	for	anyone	willing	to	invest	the	necessary	amount	of	time	and	effort.	More	research	







second	characteristic	 is	a	more	recent	phenomenon,	 it	 is	worth	 looking	at	both	 in	 the	
context	of	their	establishment.	
Research	on	the	often	underestimated	popularity	of	court	music	during	the	Edo	period	
has	 convincingly	 demonstrated	 that	 there	 existed	 an	 extended	 “network	 of	 gagaku	
amateurs”	 (Minamitani	 2005),	 linking	 major	 towns	 and	 remote	 villages	 through	 the	
circulation	of	gagaku	experts	and	apprentices.	In	fact,	wealthy	merchants	in	urbanized	
areas	took	up	the	study	of	gagaku,	while	skilled	performers	were	ordinarily	travelling	to	
the	 countryside	 to	 impart	private	 classes	 (Minamitani	2005,	 22–23).	The	 existence	of	
such	a	diffuse	web	of	social	and	artistic	interchanges	must	also	be	considered	in	light	of	
the	 complexity	 of	 17th-century	 attitudes	 toward	 music.	 These	 were	 in	 no	 small	 part	
informed	by	Confucian	 ideas,	 so	 that	gagaku	 came	 to	 be	 perceived	 as	 the	 paramount	
example	of	proper,	elegant,	refined	(ga)	music	(Groemer	2012,	31)38.	Even	though	the	
high	 status	 of	 gagaku	 determined	 a	 hiatus	 between	 this	 performing	 art	 and	 the	











situation	became	 increasingly	complex	with	the	passage	of	 time,	as	 the	three	 ‘modern	
offices	of	music’	gradually	became	well-established	social	realities.	Especially	in	the	case	
of	Garyōkai	and	Nanto	gakuso,	certain	families	became	more	prominent	than	others,	and	







scion	 in	 line.	 Though	 the	 phenomenon	 is	 relatively	 recent	 and	 confined	 to	 just	 three	
generations,	it	is	perhaps	possible	to	start	posing	the	question	of	whether	‘new	gakke’	or	










(variously	mediated)	 right	 to	 take	 operational,	 executive	 decisions	within	 the	 groups	
themselves.	 Thus,	 even	 though	 the	 establishment	 of	 these	 ‘new	 gakke’	 is	 a	markedly	
modern	 phenomenon	 resulting	 from	 the	 reshuffling	 of	 post-1870	 western	 gagaku	









































Haruo,	 from	 the	 Tokyo-based	 group	 Nippon	 gagakukai.	 The	 coffee	 shop,	 just	 outside	
Nara’s	Kintetsu	train	station,	was	busy	but	quiet	–not	at	all	an	oxymoron	in	this	country.	
Kasagi	 sensei	 was	 extraordinary	 in	 his	 composure:	 soft	 and	 polite	 voice,	 quiet	 eyes	











most	 important	 rituals	 of	 the	many	 shrines	 and	 temples	 of	 Nara.	 I	 was	 interested	 in	
exploring	the	role	of	gagaku	in	the	life	of	a	contemporary	major	Japanese	shrine,	and	to	
learn	 whether	 there	 were	 any	 parallels	 between	 the	 way	 shintō	 and	 gagaku	 were	
practiced.	 Beside	 its	 close	 ties	 to	 the	Kasuga	Taisha	 shrine,	 and	 thus	 to	 shintō,	 Nanto	
gakuso	had	another	characteristic	that	made	it	uniquely	suited	for	my	investigation	of	the	
life	of	gagaku	outside	the	court:	it	was	located	in	the	ancient	historical	capital	of	Japan,	
Nara.	From	 its	very	name,	which	 incorporates	 the	word	nanto,	 “southern	capital”,	 the	
group	 seemed	 to	 take	 pride	 in	 being	 alternative	 to	 the	 centralized	 new	 tradition	 of	
Tokyo’s	Imperial	Household	musicians.		
At	 the	 time,	 these	 elements	 led	me	 to	 believe	 that	 Nanto	 gakuso	would	 provide	 a	
starker	contrast	between	‘yesterday’	and	‘today’	than	any	other	amateur	group	in	Kansai.	
However,	 I	was	 not	 sure	whether	 ‘Nara	gagaku’	 was	 representative	 of	 broader	 local,	
regional	or	even	national	trends,	or	if	I	would	be	able	to	take	it	as	a	model	of	‘Japanese	
non-professional	 gagaku	 practice’.	 I	 was	 certainly	 open	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 establishing	
connections	 with	 other	 groups	 and	 conduct	 comparative	 research.	 But	 I	 was	 also	









my	 initial	 Ph.D.	 project	 was	 exposed	 in	 all	 of	 its	 vagueness;	 my	 former	 “training	 in	
Western	flute”	was	brought	up2.	Finally,	the	conversation	landed	on	the	fact	that	I	was	
hoping	to	train	in	gagaku,	perhaps	in	the	ryūteki	flute.	Whether	this	was	for	pleasure	or	
for	research	purposes,	or	a	mixture	of	 the	 two,	was	something	 left	unsaid.	 In	 fact,	 the	
request	 was	 never	 stated	 out	 loud.	 Kasagi	 seemed	 attentive,	 if	 somewhat	 detached.	
Within	the	span	of	three	or	four	sips	of	coffee,	the	conversation	could	move	on	to	different	
																																																						











































At	 that	point,	 I	was	still	 struggling	with	notes’	names	and	 fingers’	positions,	 all	 the	
while	trying	to	decipher	the	score’s	indications	on	meter	and	mode.	Sitting	at	the	back	of	
the	room,	I	suddenly	felt	overwhelmed:	the	piercing	sounds	of	ryūteki	and	hichiriki,	mixed	
to	 the	 practitioners’	 voices,	 created	 a	 thick	 wall	 of	 incomprehensible	 noise.	 I	 looked	
around,	and	everyone	was	busy	doing	something:	chatting,	taking	out	their	scores	and	
recorders	 and	 pencils…only	 I	 was	 sitting	 still,	 not	 knowing	 exactly	 what	 to	 do.	 I	 felt	
suddenly	 uncomfortable,	markedly	 out	 of	 place.	 Japanese,	 English	 and	 Italian	musical	
terms	amassed	in	my	head	as	I	kept	looking	down	at	my	tiny	notebook,	as	if	an	answer	
could	 magically	 surface	 from	 the	 blank	 page.	 The	 sonic	 contours	 of	 my	 unraveling	











Academic	 research	 on	 amateurism	 generally	 belongs	 to	 the	 broader	 framework	 of	
sociological	 studies	 of	 art	 and	 sport.	 These	 tend	 to	 emphasize	 the	 processes	 of	
socialization	at	play	within	non-professional	groups,	as	well	as	the	complex	role	of	class,	
gender	 and	 ethnicity	 in	 the	 pursuit	 of	 specific	 amateur	 activities	 (e.g.	 Meyer	 2008;	
Coakley	2014;	Hanquinet	and	Savage	2016).	Despite	this	shared	sociological	background,	
however,	the	figure	of	the	amateur	has	been	left	largely	untheorized:	most	descriptions	
resort	 to	 the	 naïve	 distinction	 between	 “professionals”	 and	 “non-professionals”,	 and	
definitions	are	often	equivocal	or	inconsistent	(see	Stebbins	1977,	583–84;	Gray	2013,	







latter	 cannot	 have	 access	 to:	 as	 pointed	 out	 by	 Stebbins,	 “one	 cannot	 be	 an	 amateur	
butterfly-catcher	or	matchbook	collector;	no	opportunity	for	full-time	employment	exists	




typically	 “provides	 individuals	with	 the	 opportunity	 for	 relaxation,	 the	 broadening	 of	
knowledge,	and	social	participation”	beyond	other	obligations	(such	as	work	and	family)	
(Scraton	2011,	351).	In	brief,	despite	its	relevance	to	the	sociological	field,	amateurism	is	
often	 simplistically	 portrayed	 in	 opposition	 to	 work,	 with	 little	 or	 no	 effort	 put	 into	
producing	a	subtler	understanding	of	the	phenomenon.	
Even	though	Stebbins	has	every	right	to	claim	that	such	“unidimensional	definitions	
fail	 to	 communicate	 the	 essence	 of	 amateur	 and	 professionals”4	(1977,	 585),	 the	 fact	
remains	that	binary	judgments	are	common	among	amateurs	themselves.	In	the	case	of	
Nanto	gakuso,	 for	 instance,	Kasagi	has	 stressed	 that	 “all	 the	members	have	 their	own	
professional	activity,	and	none	of	them	makes	a	living	from	performing	gagaku.	In	other	
words,	 they	 are	 not	 professionals”	 (2008,	 68	 emphasis	 added).	 Similarly,	 a	 male	
practitioner	 in	 his	 forties5	once	 told	me	 that	 “Only	 the	 court	musicians	 can	 eat	 from	
playing	gagaku.	We	 are	gagaku	 enthusiasts	 (aikōka),	 but	we	 don’t	 really	 think	 about	
becoming	professionals	(puro)”6.	These	examples	are	important	reminders	that	the	line	
between	emic	and	etic	concepts	can	be	blurred7,	and	that	it	is	sometimes	necessary	to	
“de-socialize	 the	 amateurs”	 (Hennion	 2015,	 271),	 given	 that	 they	 often	 knowingly	 or	














diverse	 influences	 as	 symbolic	 interactionism,	 ethnomethodology,	 anthropology	 and,	
above	all,	science	and	technology	studies	(STS),	scholars	such	as	Tia	DeNora	and	Antoine	
Hennion	 have	worked	 extensively	 on	 the	 uses	 of	music	 in	 everyday	 life,	 coming	 to	 a	
radical	 reconsideration	of	 the	role	of	 the	amateur	 in	 the	dynamic	 “co-construction”	of	
music	and	society	(Shepherd	and	Devine	2015,	10;	see	in	particular	DeNora	2000;	2014;	
Hennion	2005;	2015	[1993]).	 In	Music	and	Everyday	Life	 (2000),	 for	example,	DeNora	
claims	that	“musical	materials	provide	parameters	that	are	used	to	frame	dimensions	of	




homologous”	 to	 individuals’	 “modes	 of	 being”	 (DeNora	 2000,	 122)	 and	 how,	 for	 this	
reason,	it	can	be	conceptualized	as	“a	technology	of	the	self”	(DeNora	1999;	see	also	2000,	
45–74).	Hennion,	on	the	other	hand,	starts	from	a	severe	critique	of	Bourdieu’s	sociology	
of	 taste9,	 and	 proposes	 instead	 to	work	 toward	 a	 “pragmatics	 of	 taste”	 resting	 on	 an	
inclusive	 “theory	 of	 passion”	 that	 accounts	 for	 the	 ways	 amateurs	 create	 specific	
attachments	to	the	world	(see	Hennion	2005).	Accordingly,	he	defines	amateurs	in	the	
broadest	possible	way	as	“‘users	of	music’,	that	is,	active	practitioners	of	a	love	for	music,	
whether	 it	 involves	 playing,	 being	 part	 of	 a	 group,	 attending	 concerts	 or	 listening	 to	
records	or	the	radio”	(Hennion	2001,	1)10.	In	this	view,	“taste	is	a	‘performance’:	it	acts,	it	
engages,	it	transforms	and	makes	one	sensitised.	In	this	event,	or	this	becoming,	if	music	






9 	Such	 approaches	 are	 summarized	 with	 the	 lapidary	 sentence	 “taste	 is	 culture’s	 way	 of	 masking	






Especially	 important	 for	 Hennion	 (and	 for	 the	 following	 analysis	 of	 court	 music’s	
practitioners)	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 amateur	 is	 not	 simply	 subject	 to	 an	 invisible	 and	
impalpable	 “power	 of	 the	 music”:	 to	 the	 contrary,	 he	 or	 she	 actively	 resorts	 to	 a	
potentially	infinite	series	of	material	and	immaterial	means	to	construct	and	mediate	a	
relationship	with	the	object	of	his	or	her	passion	(Hennion	2012,	251).	The	process	of	
sensitization	 that	 results	 from	 this	mediated	 relationship	 is	 a	 central	 characteristic	 of	
amateurism	as	a	whole:	indeed,	practitioners	of	an	art	learn	to	perceive	it	in	certain	ways	
through	 bodily	 techniques	 that	 are	 inseparable	 from	 specific,	 negotiated	 emotional	
responses.	In	this	way,	sensing	exceeds	Cartesian	binary	distinctions	between	body	and	
mind,	 subject	 and	 object,	 abstract	 and	 concrete	 (see	 Lock	 and	 Farquhar	 2007).	 Thus,	
embracing	Hennion’s	theoretical	view	necessarily	means	recognizing	the	significance	of	
to	the	so-called	Actor-Network	Theory11,	in	particular	when	it	comes	to	the	idea	that	both	
amateurs	 and	 researchers	 are	 caught	 up	 “in	 a	 dense	material-semiotic	 network”	 (Law	










that	 exceeds	 the	 professional/nonprofessional	 binarism.	 In	 general,	 the	 term	 puro,	
borrowed	from	the	English	“professional”,	is	opposed	to	either	shirōto	or	amachua,	itself	































a	 bit	 routine-like.	 This	way	 is	more	 interesting,	 and	 it’s	 good	 to	 see	 so	many	 people	
playing	because	they	like	it”13.	








14 	In	 Japan,	 studies	 of	 “practice”,	 including	 the	 lively	 debate	 on	 the	 so-called	 “theory	 of	 practice”	






activities	 of	 the	 members	 of	 the	 group,	 she	 thought	 for	 a	 second	 and	 dismissively	
mumbled:	“Yes,	yes,	I	guess	you	can	call	that	 ‘practice’…”15.	The	skepticism	in	her	tone	
spoke	volumes	to	the	gap	between	their	conceptualizations	and	mine:	a	gap	I	was	trying	
to	 fill,	 not	 widen.	 Indeed,	 the	 episode	 reveals	 a	 certain	 split	 between	 emic	 and	 etic	
understandings	reverberating	in	the	use	of	the	words	‘amateur’	and	‘practitioner’.	Below,	
I	 will	 employ	 both	 as	 virtually	 interchangeable,	 even	 though	 I	 acknowledge	 that	
‘practitioners’	rarely	refer	to	themselves	as	such16.	Of	course,	Hennion’s	definition	is	so	
broad	 that	 many	 types	 of	 practitioners,	 including	 professionals,	 could	 be	 termed	
‘amateurs’,	fitting	in	their	characterization	as	“users	of	music”.	Still,	the	defining	trait	of	
Hennion’s	 practitioners	 is	 their	 passion.	 Gagaku	 practitioners	 complicate	 this	 line	 of	
reasoning,	while	at	the	same	time	being	fully	describable	as	amateurs.	Indeed,	the	correct	
way	 to	 express	 the	 interrelation	 of	 these	 two	 dimensions	 would	 be	 to	 call	 them	
‘amateurs-practitioners’.		
Finally,	 it	 is	worth	noticing	 that	 the	choice	of	 the	word	 ‘amateur’	 to	describe	 these	
performers	 is	 in	 line	 with	 the	 terminology	 adopted	 by	 Japanese	 gagaku	 specialists	
working	 on	 topics	 related	 to	 the	 present	 one	 (Minamitani	 2005;	 Terauchi	 2011;	 Ota	
2016).	Minamitani	Miho,	in	particular,	has	spoken	of	the	“network	of	amateurs”	(aikōka	
no	nettowāku)	that	characterized	Edo-period	gagaku	practice	in	Kansai.	Therefore,	while	
the	 main	 reasons	 to	 employ	 the	 term	 are	 the	 precedent	 set	 by	 the	 sophisticated	
sociological	investigation	by	Hennion,	and	my	informants’	own	use	of	it,	I	also	believe	that	
there	 is	 no	 harm	 in	 using	 the	 word	 ‘amateur’	 in	 reference	 to	 music-makers	 whose	
activities	are	deeply	informed	by	participation	in	local	‘religious’	rituals.	Indeed,	in	this	
specific	context	I	find	much	more	troubling	to	be	forced,	for	lack	of	a	better	word,	to	resort	












are	 religious,	 and	 not	 all	 its	 participants	 should	 be	 considered	 ‘officiants’.	 The	 only	
theoretical	requisite	dictated	by	the	use	of	the	term	amateur	is	the	willingness	on	the	part	
of	 the	 researchers	 to	 keep	 the	 concept	 open	 to	 accommodate	 new	 and	 unexpected	
configurations.	 We	 need	 a	 toolkit	 flexible	 enough	 to	 “keep	 the	 metaphors	 of	 reality-
making	open”	(Law	2004,	139	emphasis	removed)	






Imperial	 Household	 musicians);	 the	 distinction	 between	 professionalism	 and	
amateurism	(when	they	contrast	amachua	with	puro);	or	the	involvement	in	a	specific,	
well-regulated	 activity	 (when	 they	 opt	 for	 jissensha).	 In	 other	 words,	 by	 selecting	 a	
particular	term	practitioners	can	emphasize	what	they	are	not	(“We	are	amateurs,	not	
professionals”)	or	make	clear	what	they	value	in	the	broader	world	of	court	music	(“We	
are	 music	 lovers,	 we	 are	 not	 in	 the	 music	 business").	 Ultimately,	 members	 of	 Nanto	
gakuso	do	not	seem	to	subscribe	to	any	simple	definition	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	gagaku	
practitioner:	in	this	sense,	‘amateur’	is	not	a	marker	of	identity,	it	is	merely	one	of	several	
available	 forms	 of	 self-description.	 Indeed,	 if	 anything	 can	 be	 said	 about	 the	 complex	













though	 the	 charter	 of	 Nanto	 gakuso	 officially	 sets	 an	 age	 limit	 of	 45	 years	 for	 new	
practitioners,	exceptions	are	possible.	Indeed,	an	interest	in	gagaku	is	in	principle	all	it	
takes	to	qualify.	However,	a	shared	endeavor	is	no	guarantee	of	a	group’s	uniformity	and	
cohesion.	 In	 fact,	 different	 personalities	 and	 backgrounds	 normally	 contribute	 to	 a	
group’s	 internal	 diversity,	 sometimes	 giving	 rise	 to	 contrasts	 and	 complex	 power	
dynamics.	 Despite	 such	 differences,	 however,	 sketching	 out	 a	 typology	 of	 gagaku	




wind	 instruments	 of	 the	 ensemble.	 Ryūteki,	 hichiriki	 and	 shō	 practitioners	 are	
subsequently	 grouped	 together,	 and	weekly	 rehearsals	 are	 conducted	 on	 the	 basis	 of	
these	smaller	subgroups19.	Indeed,	in	the	course	of	these	rehearsals	there	is	very	little	
interaction	among	members	practicing	different	instruments:	the	primary	socialization	











differences	 in	 what	 men	 and	 women	 can	 or	 should,	 do	 both	 in	 the	 practice	 room	 and	 on	 stage.	
Unfortunately,	space	limitations	prevent	a	fuller	exploration.	
19	As	for	the	dances,	a	number	of	years	and	an	official	decision	on	the	part	of	the	administrative	board	
are	 necessary	 before	 the	 practitioner	 can	 choose	 between	 tōgaku	 and	 komagaku	 repertoire.	 Once	 the	






had	 to	 be	 reduced	 to	 approximatively	 70	 individuals,	 40	 of	 whom	may	 be	 rightfully	
considered	 ‘regulars’.	 In	 fact,	 the	 remaining	 30-odd	 members	 attended	 the	 weekly	
rehearsals	quite	loosely,	on	average	about	once	or	twice	a	month.	By	contrast,	regulars	
came	in	at	least	twice	a	month,	and	a	few	were	almost	always	present.	This	distinction	











representatives	 from	 three	 generations	may	 sit	 next	 to	 one	 another.	 This	may	be	 the	
single	most	 important	 element	 contributing	 to	 the	 overall	 atmosphere	 of	 ‘familiarity’	
invariably	pointed	out	as	an	important	feature	of	the	group.	
These	simple	characteristics	indicate	that	the	structure	of	the	group	initially	presents	
















































practicing	gagaku.	 In	 general,	 these	practitioners	 are	mostly	hailing	 from	 the	middle-




choose	 to	 enroll	 in	 Nanto	 gakuso	 and	 not	 one	 of	 the	 other	 groups	 active	 in	 Kyoto	 is	
noteworthy.	Some	say	that	the	main	reason	is	monetary:	in	fact,	the	annual	fee	of	Nara’s	
gagaku	group	is	a	mere	60	dollars.	Others	quote	the	relaxed	atmosphere	of	the	rehearsals	
and	 the	 possibility	 to	 relax	 and	 get	 to	 know	 people	 with	 similar	 interests.	 The	
overwhelming	 majority	 of	 these	 members	 either	 witnessed	 a	 performance	 of	 Nanto	
gakuso	which	 induced	an	 interest	 in	court	music,	or	came	into	direct	contact	with	the	













































“grand	 amateurs”,	 to	 employ	 Hennion’s	 term	 in	 a	 slightly	 altered	 sense	 (2005,	 131),	






25 	nterview,	 November	 2015.	 As	 a	 matter	 of	 fact,	 the	 connection	 between	 Nanto	 gakuso	 and	 Nara	







different	 from	 today:	 classes	 were	 individual	 rather	 than	 collective,	 and	 greater	
importance	 was	 placed	 on	 learning	 how	 to	 sing	 the	 melodies	 in	 the	 so-called	 shōga	
solfege	technique28.	In	fact,	the	same	melody	was	sometimes	sung	a	hundred	times	before	
finally	taking	up	the	instruments.	In	general,	the	training	seems	to	have	been	stricter	and	
more	 physically	 demanding	 (though	 this	 particular	 aspect	 may	 be	 overemphasized).	
Moreover,	because	the	father	of	Kasagi	sensei	was	already	a	member	of	Kasuga	kogaku	
hozonkai	before	 the	war,	his	 family	became	a	veritable	catalyst	 in	 the	 training	of	new	
generations	of	performers	–something	that	still	holds	true	today.	Entrance	into	the	world	






The	 bond	 tying	 these	 performers	 together	 appears	 to	 be	 especially	 strong:	 having	
toured	abroad	and	performed	hundreds,	perhaps	thousands	of	times	all	over	Japan	has	
forged	permanent,	indelible	personal	relationships.	As	is	to	be	expected,	many	of	these	




















This	 tentative	 typology	 of	 Nanto	 gakuso’s	 members	 is	 certainly	 arbitrary.	 Others	













professionally	 trained	 musician	 (in	 European	 classical	 music)	 and	 is	 in	 this	 sense	
‘exceptional’,	 or	 whether	 there	 are	 simply	 not	 enough	 highly	 skilled	 male	 hichiriki	
practitioners	 is	 not	 clear.	 It	 important	 to	 stress	 that	 these	 considerations	 are	 based	
entirely	 on	 direct	 observation,	 and	 not	 on	 in-depth	 interviews	 conducted	 with	 the	
practitioners.	As	such,	they	should	not	be	taken	as	conclusions	as	to	the	role	of	women	
within	 Nanto	 gakuso,	 but	 rather	 as	 potential	 elements	 in	 a	 broader,	 more	 complex	
dynamic	that	remains	to	be	explored.	Certainly,	the	renegotiation	of	gender	roles	within	
a	 performing	 art	 that	 for	 centuries	 has	 been	 limited	 to	 male	 performers	 is	 a	 crucial	
indicator	of	the	feasibility	of	alternative	typologies	of	gagaku	amateurs.	
Nonetheless,	the	distinction	between	a	younger	group	driven	by	‘family	obligations’,	a	










effectively	 than	most	 categorizations.	 Furthermore,	 even	 though	 a	 certain	 horizontal,	
‘democratic’	structure	seems	to	stand	out	as	the	main	internal	categorization	of	Nanto	






The	 activities	 of	 Nara’s	 gagaku	 amateurs	 can	 be	 roughly	 divided	 into	 three	 main	
categories:	regular,	occasional,	and	educational.	The	first	are	sometimes	referred	to	as	









the	 southern	 capital”,	 often	used	by	 the	 group	as	markers	of	 a	 strong	 local-territorial	









31 “Main	 Annual	 Celebrations	 in	 Nara	 (In	 Relation	 to	 Performing	 Arts)”	
http://www.nantogakuso.jp/index-i.htm	(accessed	August	19,	2016).	
32	As	we	saw	in	Chapter	3,	such	a	tradition	can	be	interpreted	as	both	‘ancient’	and	‘modern’.	Indeed,	it	


























on	 a	 tour,	 these	 particular	 performances	 are	 considered	 somewhat	 less	 solemn	 and	
perhaps	 even	 less	 important.	 For	 instance,	 a	 sensei	 dismissively	 told	 me	 once	 that	
“Performing	in	a	theater	is	not	like	playing	at	the	shrine.	Our	gagaku	is	not	for	the	stage	
per	se,	it	is	as	an	offering	to	the	gods	[hōnō].	The	public	in	a	theater	is	composed	by	normal	
















practice’,	 are	 called	okeiko	 (see	Keister	 2004;	 2008).	 They	 take	place:	 every	 Saturday	
evening	from	early	September	to	late	June;	once	a	month	on	Sunday	at	Kasuga	Taisha	to	












covered	shopping	street	(shōtengai)	 that	 leads	 from	Nara	Kintetsu	train	station	to	 the	
older	merchant	district	known	as	Naramachi.	Slightly	removed	from	view,	the	location	is	
signaled	 by	 a	 tall,	 unadorned	wooden	 gate	 (torii).	 Past	 the	 gate,	 a	 wide	 courtyard	 is	
revealed.	On	the	left	side	of	the	main	building,	a	small	wooden	shrine	sits	quietly	in	the	
shadow,	invisible	from	the	shopping	street.	Members	of	the	group	bow	in	front	of	it	before	
and	 after	 okeiko,	 but	 almost	 all	 of	 them	 curiously	 ignore	 which	 deity	 the	 shrine	 is	
dedicated	to:	“The	god	of	gagaku?!”	answered	laughing	a	female	practitioner	in	her	late	
twenties	when	posed	the	question35.	The	Ōshukusho	is	owned	and	managed	by	Kasuga	
Taisha,	 and	 hosts	 a	 dedicated	 ritual	 (Ōshukushosai)	 on	 December	 15,	 as	 part	 of	 the	
preparations	leading	to	the	Kasuwa	Wakamiya	Onmatsuri36.	It	is	a	one-story,	rectangular	
building	much	 longer	 than	 it	 is	wide,	with	only	a	 few	rooms	 inside:	entering	 from	the	




the	 mouth	 organ	 practitioners	 so	 that	 they	 can	 profit	 from	 the	 centralized	 air-












of	 Kasuga	 Taisha	 sprinkles	 boiling	water	 from	 a	 large	 cauldron	 on	 the	 onlookers,	with	 the	 purpose	 of	
purifying	them	(see	Lancashire	2013,	40).	
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But	 in	 fact,	 the	simple	setup	of	 the	Ōshukusho	 is	highly	 functional:	when	the	entire	
group	 needs	 to	 practice	 a	 danced	 piece,	 the	 flute	 and	mouth	 organ	 rooms	 are	 ‘fused	
together’	by	moving	the	sliding	doors.	Hichiriki	practitioners	then	join	the	ryūteki	room,	







The	 grid	 of	 seats	 and	 desks	 in	 the	 solfege	 classroom	 “gives	 material	 reality	 to	 the	
hypothesis	that	there	is	a	homogeneous	plane,	which	allows	us	to	use	the	same	units	to	
evaluate	 different	 elements	 which	 have	 been	 defined	 a	 priori	 according	 to	 the	 same	
parameters”	 (Hennion	 2015:	 223).	 By	 contrast,	 the	 educational	 topology	 of	 gagaku	
maintains	different,	more	ambiguous	relations	and	mediations.	The	lack	of	furniture	does	
not	 necessarily	 imply	 a	 greater	 freedom	 of	 movement,	 nor	 does	 it	 simply	 enable	
practitioners	to	change	seating	positions	at	will.	On	the	contrary,	in	the	keikoba	patterns	
and	regularities	are	detectable	that	are	no	less	pervasive	than	in	a	Euro-American	school	












































a	 reflexive	 understanding	 of	 how	 the	 space	 of	 research	 is	 inhabited	 can	 help	





called	 kuchi	 shōga	 and	 sometimes	 translated	 as	 “oral	 mnemonics”	 or	 “solmization”38	


























anyone	 can	 do	 about	 it,	 it’s	 part	 of	 the	 practice	 and	we	 just	 have	 to	 accept	 it”.	 Older	
members	 of	 the	 group,	 and	 especially	 the	most	 experienced	 sensei,	 tend	 to	 stress	 the	
importance	of	these	oral	mnemonics,	often	claiming	that	“If	you	can't	sing	the	shōga,	you	
can’t	play	the	melody	properly”40.	
One	thing	on	which	all	members	seem	to	agree	 is	 that	 the	sitting	position	 in	which	
melodies	are	sung,	known	as	seiza	or	“correct	sitting”,	is	painful.	Onstage,	court	music	is	
performed	in	a	crossed-legs	position	called	gakuza,	with	the	left	leg	in	front	of	the	right	
one	 and	 the	 body	 facing	 the	 front.	 During	 okeiko,	 however,	 practitioners	 alternate	








torso	 facing	 the	 front.	 In	 particular,	members	 trained	 in	 the	 transverse	 flute	 (such	 as	
myself)	 are	 naturally	 inclined	 to	 tilt	 the	 upper	 body	 slightly,	 imitating	 the	 standing	
position	 of	 a	 flute	 soloist.	 This	 mistake	 is	 often	 corrected	 by	 more	 experienced	
practitioners,	 who	 insist	 that	 the	 air	 column	 has	 to	 flow	 freely,	 sustained	 by	 the	
abdominal	region.	
Thorough	explanations	of	the	fingers’	positions	are	sporadic	and	surprisingly	scant.	











at	 home:	 in	 fact,	 they	 believe	 that	 playing	 without	 fellow	 practitioners	 can	 lead	 to	
incorrect	habits	 in	one’s	posture	or	 fingering,	 that	 later	on	will	prove	hard	 to	correct.	
Indeed,	 for	most	 practitioners	 performing	 at	 home	 is	 not	 an	 option	 anyway:	 living	 in	
apartment	buildings	and	working	office	jobs	do	not	match	a	daily	musical	practice.	Still,	
some	 of	 them	 would	 like	 to	 practice,	 if	 only	 circumstances	 permitted	 it.	 A	 male	
practitioner	in	his	thirties	once	told	me:	“The	thing	I	envy	most	about	the	fact	that	you’re	
doing	research	on	gagaku	 is	 that	you	have	a	room	at	 the	University	and	you	can	play	
whenever	you	want”41.	These	objective	limitations	have	the	fundamental	consequence	of	
making	the	keikoba	the	most	crucial	site	of	gagaku	practice.	Indeed,	the	practice	room	

























this	 reason,	 the	 most	 fitting	 anthropological	 model	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 the	 dynamics	
unfolding	in	the	keikoba	from	the	point	of	view	of	an	apprenticeship-based	research	is	
that	 of	 an	 “emplaced	 ethnography	 (…)	 that	 attends	 to	 the	 question	 of	 experience	 by	













a	 “community”?	The	definition	 is	 itself	 controversial:	 “‘Community’	 is	 concerned	with	
people	having	something	in	common,	although	there	is	much	debate	about	precisely	what	
that	thing	is”;	 indeed,	some	scholars	have	highlighted	“the	importance	of	people	being	




course,	 the	constructed	nature	of	 the	concept	applies	both	to	 local	realities	and	 large-
scale	ones:	“in	fact,	all	communities	larger	than	primordial	villages	of	face-to-face	contact	




community	 is	 the	study	of	 so-called	 “communities	of	practice”	 (see	especially	Wenger	
1998;	 Wenger,	 McDermott,	 and	 Snyder	 2002;	 Fox	 2000).	 Far-reaching	 in	 scope	 and	






These	concepts	are	 certainly	 crucial	 to	any	ethnographic	analysis	of	 shared	human	
enterprise,	especially	when,	as	in	the	case	of	apprenticeship,	the	methodological	weight	
of	 participation	 is	 emphasized.	 However,	 the	 characteristic	 circularity	 with	 which	
Wenger	 defines	 the	 building	 blocks	 of	 his	 theory	 appears	 problematic42 .	 Things	 get	
especially	complicated	when	Wenger	manages	to	provide	the	exact	same	definition	of	the	
concepts	of	“practice”	and	of	“negotiation	of	meaning”:	both	are	“the	process	by	which	we	
experience	 the	world	 and	 our	 engagement	with	 it	 as	meaningful”	 (1998,	 51,	 53).	 So,	
meaning	 is	 defined	 tautologically,	 practice	 is	 conflated	 (or	 confused)	 with	 meaning,	
participation	amounts	 to	being	a	participant	 in	a	social	community,	 the	description	of	
which	refers	back	to	participation	and	to	competence,	left	entirely	undefined.	With	such	
theoretical	 inconsistences	 at	 its	 core,	 what	 can	 be	 the	 value	 of	 taking	 the	 concept	 of	
community	of	practice	seriously?	
First	 of	 all,	 since	 both	 of	 its	 components	 can	 accommodate	 a	 multitude	 of	
interpretations,	the	notion	befits	John	Law’s	suggestion	to	“keep	the	metaphors	of	reality-
making	 open”	 (2004,	 129).	 In	 other	words,	 “community	 of	 practice”	 is	 a	 ‘stretchable’	




participation	(“knowledge	 is	a	matter	of	competence	with	respect	 to	valued	enterprises”;	 “knowing	 is	a	












Nanto	 gakuso.	 Indeed,	 different	 members	 of	 the	 group	 exhibit	 a	 varying	 and	 ever-
changing	 degree	 of	 commitment:	 their	 mutual	 engagement	 pulls	 the	 practitioners	
together,	but	it	is	not	a	unified	field	or	force.	It	has	also	been	remarked	that	“a	community	

















disease	 and	 of	 the	 body”	 (Rice	 2013,	 181).	 In	 fact,	 “objects	 come	 into	 being—and	




If	 realities	are	 “enacted	 in	practice”	 (Mol	2002,	152),	 the	anthropological	 endeavor	
should	 itself	 be	 reconfigured	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 “praxiography”,	 an	 ethnographic	 study	 of	






follow	 the	 particular	 ways	 in	 which	 amateur	 practitioners	 embody	 corporeal	 and	
conceptual	dispositions	that	turn	them	into	sensitized	music-makers.	In	fact,	as	pointed	
out	by	Ingold,	‘understanding	in	practice’	“is	a	process	of	enskilment,	in	which	learning	is	
inseparable	 from	doing,	and	 in	which	both	are	embedded	 in	 the	context	of	a	practical	
engagement	in	the	world”,	which	he	refers	to	as	“dwelling”	(2000,	416	emphasis	in	the	
original).	 If	 there	 is	 any	 sense	 in	 calling	 Nanto	 gakuso	 a	 community	 of	 practice,	 it	 is	




in	 order	 to	 regulate	 itself	 as	 a	 community,	 but	 rather	 what	 is	 the	 preferred	 way	 to	
coordinate	various	parallel	“trajectories	of	becoming”	(Ingold	2011,	14,	84).	Recall	the	
phenomenologically	‘outward’	horizontal	structure	of	the	group.	Upon	further	inspection,	
a	 second,	more	 hidden	 structure	 of	 relationships	 emerges.	 In	 fact,	 the	 administrative	
board	or	Rijikai	has	the	authority	to	bestow	a	series	of	‘titles’	or	appellations	on	the	basis	
of	 each	 member’s	 competence.	 These	 official	 ‘titles’	 are:	 kenshūsei,	 gakushō,	 gakuin,	
gakushiho,	gakushi,	 and	gakutō.	 In	 general,	 beginners	 are	kenshūsei	or	gakushō,	while	





represented	 in	 the	official	 garments	worn	by	 the	group	when	performing	 in	public:	 a	
small,	simple	knot	on	the	back	of	the	costume,	at	the	base	of	the	neck,	can	be	yellow,	for	
beginners;	orange,	for	experienced	practitioner;	or	purple,	for	the	highest	ranks.	
The	 bestowal	 of	 each	 ‘title’	 is	 neither	 automatic	 nor	 dependent	 on	 any	 special	






the	 final	 decision	 is	 taken	 by	 the	 administrative	 board	 of	 the	 group,	 in	 practice	
competence	is	assessed	as	the	practice	itself	unfolds,	and	is	continuously	renegotiated.	
Thus,	just	like	in	other	Japanese	performing	arts	the	“very	concrete	and	particular	way	of	





























age	male	not	part	of	 the	administrative	board.	This	distinction	 is	critical:	 in	 fact,	even	
though	old-timers	gakushi	are	always	referred	to	as	sensei,	they	never	lead	the	class.	In	













intimacy.	 For	 example,	 older	members	 call	 younger	 ones	 -kun	 (as	 in	 Yamamoto-kun),	
while	for	people	of	roughly	the	same	age	it	is	customary	to	use	-san.	When	it	comes	to	the	











titles/appellations	 can	 be	 equally	 addressed	 as	 sensei	 can	 sometimes	 give	 rise	 to	
interesting	 examples	 of	 mildly	 conflictual	 ‘micro-interactions’	 among	 practitioners48 .	
From	 the	 back	 of	 the	 keikoba,	 the	 voice	 of	 a	 senior	member	 of	 the	 group	may	 arise,	











appear	 (after	 all,	 at	 most	 these	 exchanges	 last	 but	 a	 handful	 of	 minutes),	 they	

















mind	 and	 body	 of	 the	 sensei	 as	 a	 performer	 and	 teacher”	 (Keister	 2008,	 243).	 This	
centrality	of	the	master	has	led	several	researchers	to	emphasize	the	vertical,	hierarchical	
structure	of	learning,	thus	placing	much	of	the	agency	and	capacity	to	modify	tradition	
predominantly	 in	 the	hands	of	 its	official	bearers.	Countering	similar	 tendencies,	Lave	
and	Wenger	chose	to	“take	a	decentered	view	of	master-apprentice	relations”,	showing	
that	 “mastery	 resides	 not	 in	 the	master	 but	 in	 the	 organization	 of	 the	 community	 of	











There	 is	 an	 image	 of	myself	 that	 keeps	 coming	 back	 every	 time	 I	 think	 about	my	
fieldwork	with	Nanto	 gakuso.	 It	 is	 an	 image	 I	 conceive	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 “ethnographic	
moment”	so	masterfully	described	by	Marilyn	Strathern:		
“We	 could	 say	 that	 the	 ethnographic	 moment	 works	 as	 an	 example	 of	 a	 relation	 which	 joins	 the	




ethnographic	 moment,	 which	 is	 a	 moment	 of	 knowledge	 or	 insight,	 denotes	 a	 relation	 between	
immersement	 and	 movement”	 (1999,	 6).	 And	 she	 adds:	 “Either	 observation	 or	 analysis,	 either	
immersement	 or	 movement,	 may	 seem	 to	 occupy	 the	 entire	 field	 of	 attention.	 What	 makes	 the	
ethnographic	moment	 is	 the	way	 in	which	 these	 activities	 are	 apprehended	 as	 occupying	 the	 same	
(conceptual)	space”	(Strathern	1999,	262).	
	
In	 my	 own	 experience,	 this	 moment	 was	 recurrent,	 as	 it	 coincided	 with	 Saturday	
evenings’	 gassō,	 occasional	 regular	 members’	 orchestral	 rehearsals	 that	 gravitated	
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at	 once	 the	 musical	 features	 of	 the	 flute’s	 melody	 and	 a	 few	 impressions	 (FIG.4.7).	
Certainly	this	was	practice	at	its	utmost	manifestation:	this	was	gagaku	in	the	making.	
After	 a	 short	 instrumental	 prelude	 performed	 by	 soloists	 from	 each	 of	 the	 wind	
instruments,	the	piece	begins.	When	hichiriki	and	shō	jump	in	on	the	ryūteki	melody,	it	
feels	like	an	explosion,	a	sonic	attack	to	the	ears.	What	strikes	one	first	(quite	literally)	is	






















close	my	eyes	 and	plunge	 into	 sound.	 Is	 it	 a	 reaction	 to	 the	hopelessness	of	 trying	 to	
register	it	all,	to	take	it	all	in	on	so	many	different	levels?	In	part,	certainly,	it	must	be.	Is	
it	 the	passion	I	personally	 feel	 towards	this	music?	Or	 is	 it	 the	embodied	disposition	I	



















paradigm,	 informed	 by	 phenomenology	 and	 pioneered	 by	 Steven	 Feld	 (see	 especially	
Feld	1990;	1996;	2015).	The	program	of	his	“acoustemology”,	the	conjoining	of	acoustics	
and	 epistemology,	 is	 “to	 investigate	 sounding	 and	 listening	 as	 knowing-in-action:	 a	
knowing-with	and	knowing-through	the	audible”	(Feld	2015,	12).	Mobilizing	a	“relational	
ontology”,	 a	 form	 of	 “knowing	 through	 relations”	 (Feld	 2015,	 12–13),	 this	 approach	
fosters	 “consciousness	 of	 modes	 of	 acoustic	 attending,	 of	 ways	 of	 listening	 for	 and	





but	 they	 transduce	 these	 sound	 waves,	 changing	 the	 waves,	 the	 body	 and	 the	





















the	 “physicality	 of	 sound	 (…)	 so	 instantly	 and	 forcefully	 present	 to	 experience	 and	
experiencers,	to	interpreters	and	interpretations”	(Feld	2015,	12).	The	vibrations	of	this	
music’s	sonorous	enactment	reach	my	body	as	I	sit	 in	the	practice	room	with	my	eyes	
closed	 –as	 it	 reaches	 the	 other	 music-makers,	 intent	 in	 performance.	 Enskilment,	
enactment,	and	emplacement	are	co-constitutive:	I	am	caught	up	in	this	loop50.	
This	 vibrational	 and	 experiential	 account	 of	 doing	 participant	 observation	 within	
gagaku	practice	 is	an	“acoustemology	of	embodied	place	resounding”,	 to	quote	Steven	
Feld	again	(see	Feld	1996).	However,	if	it	is	to	be	more	than	“a	literary	activity	mainly	
concerned	with	explorations	of	 selves”,	 “self-indulgent	and	narcissistic”	 (Davies	1999,	
178,	179)	(a	danger	of	so-called	autoethnography	at	 large),	 such	a	stance	needs	 to	be	
turned	into	something	akin	to	what	Law	refers	to	as	“resonance	as	method”	(2004,	144).	
How	can	the	immersive	quality	of	doing	fieldwork	in	the	sound	of	gagaku	be	conducive	




of	 discreet	 entities	 –whereas	 the	 relational	 ontology	 underlying	 both	 a	 phenomenological	 approach	 to	
sound	and	a	praxiography	of	gagaku	denies	precisely	this	kind	of	splitting	of	 the	real	 into	material	and	








has	 been	 suggested	 that	 “listening	 is	 at	 least	 as	 significant	 as	 observation	 to	
ethnographers”	 and	 that	 “ethnography	 is	 arguably	 more	 aural	 than	 ocular,	 the	
ethnographer	more	participant	listener	than	observer”	(Forsey	2010,	561).	On	the	other,	
and	 taking	 one	 step	 further,	 a	 relational	 ontology	 of	 sound	 knowledge	 rests	 on	 the	






this	conception	of	reality	wonderfully:	 “How	might	we	 imagine	that	 this	notion	of	our	
immersion	 in	 an	 always	 already	 mutually	 vibrating	 world	 could	 interact	 with	 an	
anthropocentric	 notion	 of	 subjectivity	 to	 produce	 a	 second,	 vibration-centred	
framework?”	(2013,	278).	
An	interesting	answer	comes,	again,	from	the	anthropology	of	medicine.	In	Tom	Rice’s	




practitioners,	 in	 fact,	 stethoscopic	 listening	 was	 found	 to	 have	 a	 powerful	 symbolic	




gagaku.	 Ryūteki’s	 and	 hichiriki’s	 cases	 are	 often	 lavishly	 decorated	 with	 tailor-made,	
mother-of-pearl	 inlays,	 depicting	 scenes	 from	 famous	 Buddhist	 paintings	 or	 ancient	
Japanese	illustrated	scrolls.	Most	amateurs	own	more	than	one	of	the	instruments	of	the	
ensemble,	 and	 sometimes	 have	 a	 spare	 instrument	 in	 addition	 to	 their	 primary	 one.	


















objectivity	 that	 defines	 the	 conduct	 of	 successful	 ethnography”	 (2015,	 107–8).	 As	
farfetched	as	the	parallel	may	seem	at	first,	what	I	want	to	suggest	here	is	that	a	‘sonic	
praxiography’	of	gagaku	oscillates	between	the	two	poles	of	immersion	and	auscultation.	
Far	 from	 indicating	 a	 simple	 distinction	 between	 hearing	 and	 listening	 (since	 doing	






should	 not	 be	 idealized.	 Indeed,	 sound	 has	 recently	 been	 investigated	 as	 a	 powerful	
means	to	disrupt	the	social	tissue	of	a	community	(Cox	2013),	to	dismantle	the	stability	
of	 ordinary	 self	 and	 personhood	 (Cusick	 2013),	 and	 to	 contribute	 to	 “an	 immersive	
atmosphere	or	ambience	of	fear	and	dread”	(Goodman	2010,	xiv).	But	these	unsettling	
characteristics	 are	 only	 partially	 resonant	 in	my	 fieldwork	with	 Nanto	 gakuso.	 Other	







from	 the	 production	 of	 impalpable	 attitudes	 and	 long-lasting	 associations	 between	
gagaku’s	 sonic	manifestations	 and	 a	 host	 of	moral	 and	 even	 spiritual	 values.	 For	 this	
reason,	a	closer	exploration	of	the	fate	of	gagaku’s	primary	materials,	the	ones	used	to	
produce	its	instruments,	provides	not	only	a	window	on	the	manifold	manifestations	of	























5th	 Brandenburg	 concerto,	 or	 Mozart’s	 “Jupiter”	 symphony.	 Perhaps	 you	 like	 this	 music	














Research	 Center	 (Udono	 yoshi	 hara	 kenkyūjo).	 Follow-up	 interviews	were	 also	 conducted	with	 Suzuki	








this	way	 of	 playing	 in	 your	 head	 the	 sounds	 that	will	materialize	 in	 just	 a	 few	 seconds,	
getting	a	taste	of	their	effects	in	advance2.	But	when	the	moment	comes,	something	odd	and	
unexpected	happens:	the	sound	you	had	in	mind	does	not	come	out	as	it	should.	Something	












the	 apparently	 simple	 fact	 that	 sound	 ‘touches’	 us	 first	 and	 foremost	 physically	 (see	
Novak	and	Sakakeeny	2015).	After	all,	isn’t	this	the	hallmark	of	many	if	not	most	musical	
experiences?	With	such	considerations	in	mind,	the	trivial	thought	experiment	presented	
above	 can	 be	 considered	 as	 an	 attempt	 to	 convey	 a	 feeling	 or,	 rather,	 a	 distinctive	
sensation	that	might	spread	out	across	the	small	enclave	of	those	who	care	about	gagaku.	
This	 chapter	 tells	 the	 complex	 story	 behind	 that	 sensation.	 It	 involves	 an	
unremarkable	material	known	as	yoshi	or	ashi,	a	common	cane	that	grows	along	Japanese	






2	“Someone	waiting	 for	a	sound	to	appear	will	 “pre-hear”	–	 that	 is,	he	or	she	will	actually	hear	–	the	
expected	signal,	even	if	no	sound	has	been	emitted.		is	effect	can	be	observed	either	in	the	expectation	of	

















environmentalists,	 passionate	 music-lovers.	 A	 more	 complex	 state	 of	 affairs:	 here	 in	
Udono,	there	is	more	than	meets	the	eye	–and	the	ear	too.	
This	dissertation	has	traced	the	genealogy	of	early	20th-century	gagaku;	recounted	the	
vicissitudes	 of	 local	 practitioners	 in	 Kansai;	 explored	 the	 embodied	 dimension	 of	
becoming	a	gagaku	amateur.	Each	of	these	aspects	has	brought	the	discussion	one	step	
further	 from	orthodox	depictions	 of	 a	 centralized,	 essentialist,	 Tokyo-based	 ‘Japanese	
court	 music’.	 Reaching	 the	 21st	 century,	 this	 progressive	 thematic	 and	 geographical	
decentering	 has	 also	 ‘zoomed	 in’	 on	 more	 and	 more	 circumscribed	 instances	
(enactments)	 of	 music-making,	 all	 the	 way	 to	 the	 resonating	 bodies	 of	 research	
participants.	Ultimately,	this	trajectory	has	brought	about	a	reconsideration	of	the	sonic	
intensity	 of	 gagaku	 as	 materially	 constituted	 and	 affective:	 immersion	 in	 the	
ethnographic	moments	of	 fieldwork,	 for	 instance,	have	been	 interpreted	as	significant	
windows	on	 the	construction	of	an	attachment	 to	 the	music	 that	 is	 first	and	 foremost	
mediated	by	music’s	materiality.	
But	 paying	 attention	 to	 the	 tangibility	 of	gagaku	 as	 sound	 that	may	 touch	 us	with	








traditional	 and	 Japanese	 ‘essence’	 has	 also	 been	 deconstructed	 and	 rejected.	 It	 has	
become	 a	 music	 with	 multiple	 centers.	 Within	 this	 new	 ontological	 paradigm,	 any	
heterogeneous	network	may	be	conducive	of	gagaku.	And	the	question	of	what	it	is	can	
accommodate	a	number	of	partially	related	answers	(Strathern).	This	chapters	looks	at	




are	 nevertheless	 contributing	 to	 its	 circulation.	 It	 is	 time	 to	 draw	 different	 maps	 of	













































the	 literature	 about	 the	 subject,	 the	 claim	 that	 Kansai’s	 gagaku	 performers	 have	


















and	 amateurs	 unanimously	 recognize	 the	 superiority	 of	 these	 reeds,	 despite	 a	
progressive	 deterioration	 of	 their	 overall	 quality	 and	 number.	 For	 these	 reasons,	 the	
Udono	reed	bed	is	well-known	among	gagaku	practitioners	throughout	Japan,	and	it	is	
perhaps	not	so	farfetched	to	say	that	the	most	experienced	hichiriki	players	associate	the	
distinctive	 tone	 color	 of	 their	 instrument	 with	 this	 specific	 place,	 even	 without	 ever	
feeling	the	need	to	visit	it	in	person.	
Thus	the	understandable	turmoil	at	the	news	that	the	plan	to	build	a	highway	tract	
between	 the	 cities	 of	 Takatsuki	 and	 Jōyō	 was	 resumed	 in	 April	 20125 	(see	 FIG.5.3).	













territory	 of	 Japan’s	 road	management:	 a	 very	 short	 historical	 detour	will	 prove	well-
worth	in	order	to	understand	more	fully	how	deeply	Udono’s	issue	is	inscribed	within	a	


















However,	 for	 complex	 reasons,	 it	 was	 not	 before	 1963	 that	 the	 first	 “modern	
expressway”,	was	inaugurated	(NEXCO	Nishi	Nihon	2012,	9)6.	The	route	later	became	a	
section	of	the	larger	Meishin	Highway	(Meishin	kōsoku	dōro),	itself	linking	Nagoya	(whose	
first	 character	 can	 also	 be	 read	 mei)	 to	 Kobe	 (whose	 first	 character	 is	 commonly	
pronounced	 shin).	 The	most	 significant	 reason	 for	 such	 a	 late	 (from	a	Euro-American	















modern	 horse-drawn	 carriages	 and	 human-powered	 vehicles	 (or	 rickshaws)”	 (Road	
Bureau	(MLIT)	2015,	50).	Such	a	state	of	“backwardness”	persisted	for	several	decades.	
But	 the	 situation	 changed	 dramatically	 when,	 “after	 the	 end	 of	 World	War	 II,	 the	
Japanese	government	initiated	the	reconstruction	of	the	transportation	system	including	
a	 massive	 road	 construction	 program.	 Automobiles	 gathered	 a	 steadily	 growing	
popularity	as	 the	economy	recovered	and	 the	standard	of	 living	 improved8.	 (…)	Thus,	
road	 construction	 and	 improvements	 were	 a	 high	 priority	 in	 the	 government’s	
infrastructure	development	plans”	(Feldhoff	2007,	102)	(see	FIG.5.4).	In	fact,	“to	address	
the	 need	 perceived	 by	 the	 government	 for	 a	 national	 road	 network,	 in	 1952	 the	
government	 revised	 the	Road	 Law	 (Dōrohō),	which	was	 the	main	 regulation	 for	 road	
policy,	 and	 set	 up	 a	 system	 for	 constructing	 a	 highway	 network.	 Furthermore,	 the	
national	 government	 enacted	 new	 laws	 (…)	 in	 order	 to	 borrow	 money	 from	 postal	
savings	because	the	national	government’s	general	account	was	 insufficient	 to	 finance	
construction	 of	 a	 road	 network”	 (Mizutani	 and	 Uranishi	 2008,	 474).	 In	 1956,	 Japan	
Highway	Public	Corporation	(Nihon	dōro	kōdan,	commonly	known	as	JH)	was	founded,	
as	 a	 “non-profit	 government	 corporate”	 that	 enjoyed	 a	 number	 of	 privileges,	 from	





realization	of	 little	 less	than	10.000	kilometers	of	expressways	 in	a	span	of	merely	50	
years	(Road	Bureau	(MLIT)	2015,	52).	“From	the	latter	half	of	the	1950s	to	the	1960s,	
investment	was	concentrated	on	the	main	trunk	lines.	The	five	longitudinal	lines	were	
constructed	 in	 the	 1970s	 and	 early	 1980s,	 and	 the	 transversal	 limb	 lines	 were	 laid	
starting	 in	 the	 late	 1980s”	 (David	 2014,	 21).	 By	 the	 1990s,	 most	 of	 the	 structurally	







document	 which	 reassessed	 the	 balance	 between	 “urban	 centers”	 (namely	 Tokyo,	
Nagoya	 and	 the	 Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto	 area)	 and	 “outer	 areas”,	 expressed	 the	 need	 for	 a	
highway	network	 totaling	9064	km	–a	 significant	 increase	 from	 the	3721	km	already	
completed	in	1985	(Mizutani	and	Uranishi	2008,	479).	This	new	plan	also	included	the	
realization	of	a	New	Meishin	Highway,	considered	necessary	 to	guarantee	a	smoother	









New	 Meishin	 proceeded	 with	 changing	 fortunes,	 essentially	 shifting	 back	 and	 forth	
																																																						
9	“The	CNDPs	are	long-term	comprehensive	physical	and	spatial	plans	which	identify	the	ideal	state	of	
the	 Japanese	 territory	 including	 land	use,	natural	and	water	resources,	social	 infrastructures,	 industrial	
locations,	culture	and	tourism,	and	human	resources”	(Ono	2008,	507).	
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between	permissions	 to	 initiate	 construction	 and	 stoppages	based	on	heated	political	
discussions.	In	fact,	a	bitter	debate	started	mounting	in	the	latter	half	of	the	1990s	over	












Public	Roads	Corporations	 (Dōro	 kankei	 yon	 kōdan	min’eika	 iinkai).	 The	 report	 of	 the	
Committee	was	offered	to	 the	Cabinet	on	December	6,	2002.	The	suggestion	 to	 finally	




shortened	 to	 NEXCO	 Higashi	 Nihon	 or	 NEXCO	 East;	 Naka	 Nihon	 kōsoku	 dōro	
kabushikigaisha,	 shortened	 to	NEXCO	Naka	Nihon	or	NEXCO	Central,	 and	Nishi	Nihon	
kōsoku	dōro	kabushikigaisha,	shortened	to	NEXCO	Nishi	Nihon	or	NEXCO	West.	Parallel	































the	 framework	and	chronological	arch	described	above.	 If	 this	 is	 the	case,	 the	original	
starting	point	for	the	present	chapter,	the	2012	green	light	to	start	the	construction	of	the	
highway	tracts,	comes	at	a	much	later	sage	in	the	narrative	of	the	construction	of	the	New	
Meishin	 Highway,	 which	 in	 turn	 is	 an	 element	 in	 the	 vicissitudes	 of	 infrastructural	
policies	and	reforms	in	modern	and	contemporary	Japan.	




which	 the	 hichiriki	 canes	 once	 thrived.	 Upset	 by	 the	 consequences	 of	 these	 massive	
construction	 works,	 a	 small	 but	 combative	 group	 of	 local	 citizens	 joined	 forces	 and	















the	 surrounding	 landscape.	The	various	measures	ended	up	 lowering	 the	 riverbed	by	








order	 to	 limit	 the	damages	caused	by	 frequent	 floods,	 something	known	to	happen	 in	
Udono	since	ancient	times13.	Japan	is	obviously	not	new	to	the	problem	of	rivers’	seasonal	
flooding,	caused	by	specific	topographical	and	climatic	characteristics	of	the	landscape:	






the	enactment	of	 the	 first	River	Law,	 in	1896,	 “flood	 control	projects	became,	next	 to	
railroads,	 the	 most	 important	 infrastructure	 development	 in	 Japan”	 (Stalenberg	 and	
Kikumori	2008,	97)14.	Though	it	would	surely	be	too	simplistic,	it	could	perhaps	be	said	






resolute	 measures	 to	 limit	 the	 effects	 of	 such	 calamitous	 events	 was	 certainly	



















works	 even	 resulted	 in	 what	 was	 described	 by	 scholar	 Asano	 Toshihisa	 as	
“environmental	 destruction”	 (2007,	 190).	 Part	 of	 the	 issue	 clearly	 derived	 from	 the	
managerial	 approach	 adopted	 by	 central	 institutions:	 in	 fact,	 “rivers	 were	 governed	
primarily	by	the	Ministry	of	Construction’s	River	Bureau15,	which	saw	rivers	primarily	in	




role	 of	 rivers	both	 in	 the	 social	 tissue	 and	 in	 the	 landscape	of	 rural	 Japan,	 eventually	
generated	a	wave	of	protest	that	rapidly	coalesced	into	a	number	of	citizen	movements.	
In	 fact,	 the	 1970s	 and	 1980s	 were	 characterized	 by	 a	 clash	 between	 environmental	
activism,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 a	 state-sponsored	 policy	 that	 has	 been	 described	 as	
“development	 through	 construction	 in	 concrete”	 (Waley	 2005,	 195).	 It	 would	 be	










15	Tellingly,	 it	was	 only	 in	 2001	 that	 the	Ministry	 of	 Construction	was	merged	with	 the	Ministry	 of	
Transport	 and	 renamed	 Ministry	 of	 Land,	 Infrastructure,	 Transport	 and	 Tourism	 (often	 shortened	 to	
MLIT).	
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Thus,	 the	 20-odd	 years	 following	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Second	 World	 War	 saw	 the	
consolidation	of	two	“narratives	of	dysfunctionality”	with	regards	to	the	environment	in	
general,	and	the	management	of	rivers	in	particular	(Waley	2000,	213).	One,	exemplified	
by	 the	 environmentalists,	warned	 against	 “threats	 to	 a	 certain	 type	 of	 rural	 Japanese	
landscape”,	 depicted	 by	 its	 champions	 through	 what	 was	 (and	 still	 is)	 essentially	 “a	
nativist	approach	to	nature”;	the	other,	probably	best	represented	by	the	figure	of	the	
ministry	official,	 put	 forth	 “a	policy	of	 economic	 growth	 that	 continue[d]	 to	prioritize	
construction	 interests”	 (Waley	 2000,	 213–14) 16 .	 Despite	 its	 undeniably	 conflictual	




and	 modify	 their	 earlier	 positions:	 the	 government’s	 shameless	 program	 of	
‘cementification’	of	the	landscape	was	gradually	rearticulated	so	as	to	give	more	weight	
to	consultation	(see	Waley	2000,	204),	while	citizens	became	increasingly	aware	of	the	
limitations	 of	 a	merely	 oppositional	mobilization,	 and	 started	 to	 devise	more	 holistic	
alternative	visions	for	the	future	of	local	ecosystems.	The	successive	amendments	to	the	
River	Law	(most	notably	the	ones	enacted	 in	1997)	reflected	this	 trend:	“the	result	of	
these	 reforms	 was	 a	 dramatic	 turn-around	 of	 Japanese	 policies	 concerning	 river	
management	 over	 a	 short	 period	 of	 time.	 Now,	 environmental	 and	 esthetic	























citizens’	 movements;	 finally,	 the	 ‘resemantization’	 of	 the	 riverine	 environment	 as	 an	








a	 monograph	 issued	 in	 1981	 by	 the	 Takatsuki	 Research	 Group	 on	 the	 Issue	 of	
Environmental	 Pollution	 (Takatsuki	 kōgai	 mondai	 kenkyūkai).	 After	 taking	 over	 the	
administration	 of	 the	 Organization	 for	 Nature’s	 Observation	 (Shizen	 kansatsu	 kai)	 in	
1974,	the	group	decided	to	devote	a	separate	volume	to	Udono’s	reed	bed:	the	articles	
included	 combined	 historical	 information,	 scientific	 data,	 and	 appeals	 to	 the	 general	
population,	 striking	 a	 balance	 between	 a	 detached,	 technical	 tone	 and	 a	more	 openly	
nostalgic	mode	 that	 appealed	 to	 the	 sensibility	 of	 Takatsuki’s	 citizens	 (see	 Takatsuki	
kōgai	mondai	kenkyūkai	1981).	With	its	articles	on	the	history	of	Udono,	its	hand	drawn	
pictures	 of	 the	 water	 levels	 in	 the	 area	 before	 and	 after	 the	 most	 important	 state-
sponsored	works,	its	detailed	data	on	the	flora	and	fauna	of	the	area,	and,	to	the	back,	its	





damage	that	 flooding	causes	that	have	been	a	major	catalyst	 for	renewed	attention	to	rivers	and	to	 the	
various	elements	that	affect	the	flow	of	water	from	mountain	to	sea.	Rivers	are	implicated	in	so	many	issues	
that	 have	 an	 impact	 on	 people’s	 lives,	 issues	 that	 invite	 a	 co-ordinated	 response	 but	 often	 give	 rise	 to	
dissension	and	dispute”	(2000,	202).	
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At	 this	 stage,	 it	 would	 appear,	 the	 reeds	 were	 only	 given	 value	 because	 of	 their	




whole,	 the	 indicator	 of	 something	 greater	 than	 itself.	 And,	 at	 this	 stage,	 gagaku	 was	






nourishment,	 their	number	rapidly	dropped,	while	other	species	such	as	 the	 Japanese	
hop	(Humulus	japonicus,	known	as	kanamugura)	were	left	free	to	grow	well	beyond	their	
former	 ratio	 (see	 Koyama	 1981).	 According	 to	 Koyama,	 the	 hichiriki	 canes	 (yoshi)	
represented	60%	of	the	plant	life	in	the	Udono	reed	bed	in	1966;	20%	in	1974;	and	merely	
5%	in	1982	(2009,	12).	These	changing	figures	had	a	significant	impact	on	the	ways	locals	
made	 a	 living:	 the	 canes	were	 traditionally	 cut	 and	 harvested	 in	 the	 dry	 season,	 and	
served	as	a	modest	but	widespread	material	for	fuel	and	for	the	making	of	sudare,	typical	
blinds	still	used	to	shield	the	houses	from	the	intense	heat	of	July	and	August.	Other	plants	









the	 insects,	 all	 the	 while	 helping	 the	 soil	 to	 regenerate.	 Such	 regulated	 fires,	 called	








take	 (bamboo),	 sasa	 (bamboo	 grass),	 shino	 (small	 bamboo),	 ashi	 (reed),	 ogi	 (common	 reed),	 kaya	
(miscanthus),	 susuki	 (Japanese	pampas	grass),	komo	 (water	oat),	chi	 (a	 species	of	 reed),	 suge	 (sedge),	 i	
(rush),	and	gama	(bulrush)”	(Kindaichi	1978,	165).	From	a	botanical	point	of	view,	ogi	and	yoshi	or	ashi	
belong	 to	 the	 same	 category	 of	 perennial	 plants	 (known	 as	 warm-season	 or	 C4),	 but	 the	 former	 is	











of	 February.	 Beyond	 their	 practical	 purposes,	 they	 have	 gradually	 become	 important	










Walking	around	Udono	 in	 July	2013,	when	the	reeds	were	still	green	and	 towering	
sometimes	 more	 than	 3	 meters	 above	 the	 ground	 level,	 an	 old	 farmer	 offered	 an	
interesting	commentary	on	the	whole	vicissitudes	of	cutting	and	burning	the	reeds:	“Sure,	




looks	 better	 now	 than	 50	 years	 ago”.	 This	 farmer’s	 frank	 and	 pragmatic	 remark	 is	 a	
reminder	 of	 something	 all	 too	 easily	 forgotten:	 that	 gagaku	 came	 later,	 that	 it	 was	





gagaku	 that	 has	 acquired	 the	most	 prominent	 position	 in	 the	 attempts	 of	 grassroots	
















environment	 was	 characterized	 by	 the	 dryness	 of	 the	 canes,	 due	 to	 the	 distance	
interposed	between	its	roots	and	the	river’s	current.	Simultaneously,	the	unproductivity	
of	 the	 traditional	 economic	 activities	 connected	 to	 the	 canes	 resulted	 in	 even	 more	
reasons	for	citizens	to	feel	frustrated	about	the	state	of	affairs	in	the	riverbed.	Gradually,	









the	 young	 scientist	 emphasized	 from	 the	 start	 the	 necessity	 to	 consider	 a	 number	 of	
different	 ecological	 factors	 jointly.	 In	 part,	 this	 was	 in	 line	with	 the	 so-called	 “multi-






and	varied	 fluvial	ecosystem	of	 the	Yodo	river,	was	a	central	 factor	 in	his	 long-lasting	
commitment	 to	 the	 cause	 of	 Udono’s	 canes.	 Slowly	 but	 surely,	 Koyama	 became	 the	
gravitational	center	and	pivotal	point	of	all	the	battles	fought	in	the	name	of	the	canes	
(FIG.5.10).	Already	in	the	1990s,	he	and	a	small	group	of	citizens	struggles	to	carry	out	














It	was	only	 in1996	 that	 the	situation	 finally	started	 to	change.	Having	realized	 that	
those	drawn	to	the	cause	of	the	environment	were	not	just	the	citizens	of	Kanmaki	and	













impeding	 the	 normal	 flow	 of	 water.	 Thus,	 volunteers	 had	 to	 start	 cleaning	 up	 the	
obstructed	areas.	




and	 wildlife;	 the	 publication	 of	 monthly	 bulletins,	 entitled	 Udono	 Reports	 (Udono	
tsūshin);	and	the	promotion	of	occasional	“field	trips”	(kengaku)	open	to	a	vast	public22.	
The	relevance	of	the	Udono	Club	is	best	understood	when	considered	against	the	specific	












another	 grassroots	 group,	 the	 Udono	 Reed	 Bed	 Research	 Center	 (Udono	 yoshi	 hara	










































The	 faith	 of	 the	 Yawata-Takatsuki	 project	 was	 complex.	 At	 first,	 the	 tract	 was	
temporarily	“frozen”	as	part	of	the	broader	privatization	of	the	highway	system.	However,	
in	 2009	 the	 newly	 elected	 governor	 of	 Osaka	 prefecture,	 Hashimoto	 Tōru,	 stated	
incontrovertibly	that	“even	if	there	was	no	demand	for	it,	 the	construction	of	the	New	
Meishin	 Highway	 would	 be	 a	 governmental	 and	 administrative	 duty”	 and	 that	 the	
administration	was	“working	toward	a	rapid	inauguration	of	the	construction	works	on	
the	 no-go	 tracts	 (michakkō	 kūkan)”	 (Koyama	 2009,	 26).	 Just	 a	 few	 days	 later,	 the	 4th	
Conference	on	the	National	Development	Arterial	Expressway	confirmed	its	decision	not	






appearance.	 Once	 again,	 Koyama’s	 role	was	 crucial:	 in	 1999,	 an	 encounter	with	 reed	
maker	Okuda	Teiji	opened	his	eyes	to	the	painstaking	work	of	producing	these	delicate	
objects.	 Okuda	 also	 introduced	 members	 of	 Osaka-based	 gagaku	 group	 Garyōkai	 to	
Koyama.	 Later	on,	 in	2003,	Koyama	made	 the	 acquaintance	of	Tōgi	Toshiharu	 (1929-
2011),	then	Chief	Court	Musician	of	the	Imperial	Household	ensemble.	From	that	moment	
on,	 court	musicians’	 visits	 to	 Udono	 became	 frequent,	 as	well	 as	 concerts	 by	 gagaku	
groups	(Koyama	2009,	20–21).	Tōgi	Hideki’s	homonymous	first	album	was	released	in	
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Udono	 among	 its	 members 26 .	 For	 its	 part,	 the	 Udono	 Reed	 Bed	 Research	 Center	
acknowledged	 to	 a	 much	 greater	 degree	 the	 cultural	 relevance	 of	 gagaku	 and	 the	
historical	 connection	between	 ‘Japanese	court	music’	 and	Udono.	The	most	 important	




of	 the	 Ministry,	 79.000	 signatures	 were	 collected.	 Despite	 the	 sympathetic	 words	
proffered	by	the	ministry	official,	however,	little	changed	in	the	following	years.	While	
the	petitioners	demand	a	 radical	 “reconsideration”	 (minaoshi)	of	 the	highway	project,	
both	NEXCO	West	and	representatives	of	the	government	have	always	declared	that	their	
hope	is	to	be	able	to	assure	“the	compatibility	of	the	preservation	of	the	environment	in	




strategy	 has	 been	 reduced	 to	 a	 fittingly	 provocative	 slogan,	 a	mixture	 of	 English	 and	








of	 the	 Udono	 Reed	 Bed:	 Rules	 and	 Regulations	 (Draft).	 Available	 at	 http://corp.w-
nexco.co.jp/newly/h25/0121/pdfs/05.pdf.	Accessed	November	15,	2016.	
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most	 important	 groups,	 both	 amateur	 and	 professional,	 signed	 the	 petition.	 Both	 the	
Osaka-based	group	Garyōkai	and	the	Nara-based	Nanto	gakuso	joined	the	cause,	and	so	
did	the	internationally	renowned	musicians	of	the	ensemble	Reigakusha.	Although	the	
Imperial	Household	musicians	 took	 a	more	 subdued	 stance,	 its	 former	Directors	Tōgi	
Toshiharu	and	Tōgi	Kanehiko	voiced	passionate	appeals.	Similarly,	Tōgi	Hideki,	arguably	
the	best-known	public	figure	associated	with	gagaku,	repeatedly	stood	up	for	the	Udono	
















The	 International	 Double	 Reed	 Society 30 	issued	 a	 message	 of	 support	 in	 which	 its	






28 	The	 letter	 can	 be	 found	 at:	 http://corp.w-nexco.co.jp/newly/h25/0624/pdfs/10.pdf	 (accessed	
November	15,	2016).	
29	Interview,	December	2015.	






an	 unattainable	 goal.	 Between	 January	 2013	 and	 February	 2016,	 the	 Investigative	
Committee	 set	 up	 by	 NEXCO	 West	 to	 gather	 scientific	 evidence	 and	 take	 into	




Imperial	 Household	 ensemble)	 and	 five	 representatives	 from	NEXCO	West.	 From	 the	






‘negotiation	 within	 bounds’ 32 .	 Needless	 to	 say,	 this	 caused	 some	 discontent	 among	









profile	 individuals	 might	 join	 the	 cause	 has	 little	 consequence.	 The	 crucial	 question	
resides	rather	in	the	reeds	themselves,	and	is	straightforward:	are	Udono’s	reeds	truly	
																																																						
31	Until	 the	 fourth	meeting,	 the	members	were	 Kamada	 Toshirō,	 Koyama	 Hiromichi,	 Nakase	 Hisao,	













have	 been	 tricking	 themselves	 into	 hearing	 things?	 Is	 there	 really	 such	 a	 wide	 gap	








There	 is	 a	 notion	 among	gagaku	 connoisseurs	 that	 the	 canes	 used	 to	 produce	 the	







are	used	 to	 refer	 to	 canes	 that	 can	be	 turned	 into	 reeds	using	only	 the	 reading	 yoshi,	
relegating	all	other	‘useless’	canes	to	the	pejorative	term	ashi	(see	T.	Tōgi	2009,	2).		
One	of	the	pamphlets	produced	by	the	Udono	Reed	Bed	Research	Center	accurately	




the	 area	 was	 for	 centuries	 a	 district	 of	 production	 of	 yoshizu,	 a	 type	 of	 traditional	
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horizontal	 screens	 to	 use	 in	 the	 house	 (Yagi	 1982,	 30–31) 34 .	 For	 all	 its	 political	
repercussions,	the	issue	of	Udono	might	even	be	conceived	as	a	problem	of	translation:	












short-haired,	 slender	 and	 tough-looking	 girl	 in	 her	 thirties,	 she	was	 serious,	 focused,	
determined.	 Unconsciously,	 I	 associated	 her	 physical	 traits	 with	 the	 details	 of	 her	
relationship	to	the	hichiriki.	The	way	she	sat	with	a	straight	back,	for	example;	the	careful	














a	 Thousand	 Years	 (Gagaku	 hichiriki.	 Sen’nen	 no	 hiden)	 (2008),	 seems	 to	 concur.	 The	
notices	that	“the	tone	quality	of	the	hichiriki	varies	greatly	depending	on	the	quality	and	
condition	of	the	reeds”	and	that	“since	ancient	times	the	best	quality	reeds	are	harvested	
























38 	A	 short	 video	 clearly	 illustrates	 the	 main	 passages:	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wMaFVH6aNE	 (Accessed	November	 04,	 2016).	 A	more	 complete	
description	can	be	found	in	(Abe	2008,	67–85).	
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then	 ‘treated’	 with	 charcoal	 fire,	 which	 provides	 greater	 strength	 and	 durability.	
Subsequently,	the	extremities	are	carefully	shaped	by	carving	out	the	material	in	excess.	
The	 upper	 end	 of	 the	 cane’s	 portion	 is	 rounded,	while	 the	 lower	 one	 is	 inserted	 in	 a	
separately	crafted,	small	cone	of	hinoki	wood.	Finally,	 the	buttonhole-shaped	movable	
seme,	used	to	adjust	the	length	of	the	part	of	the	reed	inserted	in	the	performer’s	mouth	
(i.e.	 the	mouthpiece	proper),	 is	 created	 from	 scratch.	 Several	 adjustments	 are	usually	
necessary	after	these	operations	are	completed.	In	any	case,	it	will	always	be	possible	for	
the	skilled	performer	to	intervene	on	the	finer	details,	using	a	special	stocky	knife.	
The	 procedure	 is	 obviously	 complex,	 although	 it	 requires	 little	 technological	
intervention.	 Besides	 its	 material	 aspects,	 however,	 the	 making	 of	 a	 reed	 tells	 us	
something	about	certain	characteristics	that	the	final	product	conveys.	First	and	foremost,	
a	reed	 is	a	manufactured	object	 that	 ‘contains’	 tradition	and	expertise.	But	 the	reed	 is	
highly	deceptive:	it	looks	and	feels	utterly	‘natural’	and	unspoiled,	yet	its	appearance	is	
the	product	of	a	 finely	refined	process	of	manipulation.	But	the	reed	also	conceals	the	
process	 of	 its	making.	 In	 fact,	 beginners	 are	more	 likely	 to	 buy	 their	 reeds	 online,	 or	












the	 reed,	 its	material	 but	 equally	 invisible	 counterpart	 is	 something	 that	 needs	 to	 be	
extracted	 from	 the	 cane:	not	all	primary	materials	make	 for	good	 reeds.	When	Okuda	
provided	 a	 few	 50-year-old	 canes	 received	 from	 his	 late	 teacher	 so	 that	 Koyama	
Hiromichi	could	analyze	 them,	 two	 images	were	obtained	with	a	microscope.	Koyama	
explained	this	data	in	a	booklet	published	by	the	Udono	Reed	Bed	Research	Center:		
“Why	 is	 it	 that	only	Udono’s	canes	are	appropriate	[as	reeds]?	Of	course	there	 is	 the	matter	of	 their	













in	 the	 Udono	 reed	 bed.	 Since	 the	 third	 meeting	 of	 NEXCO’s	 Investigative	 Committee	









Comparing	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 Shokubutsu	WG	with	 those	 of	 the	 Udono	 Reed	 Bed	
Research	Center,	what	strikes	as	odd	 is	 the	discrepancy	between	substantially	similar	
results	 and	 diametrically	 opposite	 conclusions.	 Both	 groups	 established	 that	 the	




the	plants	have	a	quantifiable	 effect	on	 the	 reeds.	But	while	NEXCO	declared	 that	 the	
water	 supply	 in	 the	 harvesting	 surface	 is	 independent	 from	 rainfalls,	 and	 thus	
disassociated	the	quality	of	the	canes	from	that	of	the	soil,	the	Udono	Research	Center	
insisted	that	the	process	by	which	the	surface	of	the	reed	bed	was	distanced	from	the	





water	 had	 retreated,	 the	 reeds	 would	 undergo	 several	 months	 with	 only	 their	 roots	
reaching	the	water.	At	such	times,	the	nourishment	previously	stored	was	put	to	use	by	




way	 they	 look	 at	 the	 canes:	 while	 the	 activists	 include	 them	 in	 a	 complex	 dynamic	
regulating	the	entire	ecosystem,	the	engineers-qua-scientists	tend	to	isolate	the	object	of	
their	 analysis.	 According	 to	 those	 opposed	 to	 the	 highway,	 the	 canes’	 lifecycle	 is	 the	
primary	 factor	 responsible	 for	 their	 quality,	 because	 the	 absorption	 of	 essential	














stopping	 the	New	Meishin	 projects	 depends	 on	 convincing	 the	NEXCO	 experts	 of	 the	
validity	of	his	view.	But	the	chances	of	doing	so	were	so	slim	that	Koyama	proposed	to	
investigate	 the	hypothesis	of	 cloning	 the	reeds.	 If	 safeguarding	could	not	be	achieved,	
perhaps	 preservation	 could.	 However,	 when	 the	 company	 conducted	 DNA	 analysis,	
scientists	concluded	that	there	were	no	substantial	differences	with	canes	harvested	in	























































FIG.5.17).	 In	 this	 way,	 any	 connection	 with	 the	 embodied	 practice	 of	 producing,	
performing	 and	 caring	 for	 gagaku	 is	 stripped	 off43.	 A	 third	 alternative,	 embraced	 by	
Kawasaki	and	his	colleagues,	is	to	suggest	that	scientific	data	are	inconclusive.	Noticeably,	






























All	 these	ways	of	 seeing	can	be	 found	 inside	 the	cane,	which	 is	essentially	a	 complex,	
multi-scale	 object:	 in	 Udono	 its	 substance,	 its	 pulp,	 is	 a	 composite	 of	 water,	 cement,	
chemicals,	measurements,	tradition,	hopes…and	sound.	The	lines	of	a	network	of	conflicts	














rail	 tracks	 or	 telephone	 lines	 (technologies	 so	 seamlessly	 integrated	 in	 the	 urban	
environment	that	they	often	‘disappear’	or	become	‘natural’);	and	what	might	be	called	a	





‘networked’,	 enclosing	 a	 number	 of	 smaller	 constituents	 but	 also	 pointing	 to	 larger	
realities.	After	all,	as	Dalakoglou	and	Harvey	have	noticed,	“the	realisation	of	such	works	




might	 be	 ‘networked’,	 infrastructures	 are	 not	 easily	 explained	 by	 the	 concept	 of	
network46:	“given	the	ever-proliferating	networks	that	can	be	mobilized	to	understand	
infrastructures,	we	are	reminded	that	discussing	an	infrastructure	is	a	categorical	act.	It	
is	 a	moment	 of	 tearing	 into	 those	 heterogeneous	 networks	 to	 define	which	 aspect	 of	
which	network	is	to	be	discussed	and	which	parts	will	be	ignored”	(Larkin	2013,	330).	
In	recent	years,	anthropologists’	attention	has	often	fallen	on	the	political	dimension	













45	In	 the	 vocabulary	of	Actor-Network	Theory,	 this	 is	 known	as	 “punctualization”	 (see	Latour	1999,	
184).	
46	It	 is	 perhaps	 useful	 to	 remember	 that	 the	 Oxford	 English	 Dictionary	 defines	 infrastructure	 as	 “A	
collective	 term	 for	 the	 subordinate	 parts	 of	 an	 undertaking”,	 clearly	 gesturing	 towards	 the	 networked	
quality	introduced	above	(see	“infrastructure,	n.”.	OED	Online.	September	2016.	Oxford	University	Press.	






















infrastructures	 too	 should	 not	 be	 limited	 to	 such	 aspects.	 Road	 building	 and	 river	




attention	 to	 the	 affective	 engagements	 which	 accompany	 developmental	 processes”	
(Harvey	and	Knox	2012,	534).	Needless	to	say,	such	a	shift	also	clears	the	way	for	a	rich	
cross-pollination	 between	 research	 on	 mobility,	 “human-technological	 assemblages”,	
experience,	expertise,	and	even	performance49.	
And,	incidentally,	the	aesthetic	dimension	of	infrastructures	is	shaped	by	the	centrality	
of	 the	body	 in	 the	 fruition	of	 such	complex	 systems:	 “Aesthetics	 in	 this	 sense	 is	not	a	
representation	 but	 an	 embodied	 experience	 governed	 by	 the	 ways	 infrastructures	

















But	 the	aesthetics	of	 infrastructure	 is	only	a	short	step	away	 from	the	“aesthetic	of	
landscape	nostalgia”	(Waley	2000,	200)	actively	deployed	by	the	supporters	of	the	SAVE	
THE	Udono	Reed	Bed	campaign.	Resorting	to	old	and	new	images	of	furusato,	Koyama	
and	 the	other	members	of	 the	Udono	Reed	Bed	Research	Center	 appeal	 to	 a	 complex	
imagery	 that	 more	 or	 less	 unknowingly	 draws	 from	 what	 anthropologist	 Jennifer	

















Here,	 Tōgi	 is	 trying	 to	 project	 onto	 Udono	 “a	 sentimentally	 evoked	 topography”	
(Robertson	 1988,	 497)	 that	 reverberates	 with	 that	 entire	 undercurrent	 of	 Japanese	
classical	literature	mentioned	earlier	under	the	rubric	of	“affective	environmentalism”.		
While	this	may	sound	too	farfetched,	it	is	worth	remembering	that	Tōgi’s	intellectual	






proximity	 to	 the	water	 and	 its	 role	 in	 the	 production	 of	 traditional	 artifacts,	 seal	 the	















































“mountain	near	a	village,	 connected	 to	 the	 life	of	 the	 inhabitants”.	By	extension,	 the	 term	 indicates	 the	











54 	A	 definition	 provided	 by	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Agriculture,	 Forestry	 and	 Fisheries	 (MAFF):	 see	
http://www.maff.go.jp/j/nousin/jikei/keikaku/panf/02/pdf/2.pdf	(accessed	November	15,	2016).	
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urban	 areas”	 (Takahasi	 and	 Uitto	 2004,	 65).	 Since	 the	 1980s,	 “recovering	 the	 river	







can	 be	 seen	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 inexorable	 arch	 of	 development	 through	 construction	




Bed	 Research	 Center	 is	 almost	 concurrent	 with	 the	 debate	 on	 the	 privitazion	 of	 the	
highway	sector.	
Their	 dissatisfaction	 with	 national	 politics	 constitutes	 a	 third	 element	 of	 social	
critique:	over	the	years,	these	overtones	of	civic	protest	were	gradually	reinforced	by	the	




aversion	 toward	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 highway	 system	 (promoted	 by	 the	 Fifth	
Comprehensive	 National	 Development	 Plan	 in	 1998),	 government	 policy	 was	







Such	 a	 failure	 to	 address	 citizens’	 concerns	was	worsened	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 “public	
works	have	not	scored	any	real	success	at	lessening	the	regional	disparities”	(Feldhoff	
















featured	 in	 a	 presentation	 entitled	Project	 for	 a	Bridge	Considering	 the	Environmental	




























West	 after	 each	meeting	 of	 the	 Investigative	 Commission,	 and	 especially	 at	 the	 latest	
version	 of	 the	 brochure	Udono	 Reed	 Bed	 and	 the	New	Meishin	Highway:	 The	 Effort	 of	
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Environmental	Protection	(Ver.7,	2016)56,	 indicates	that	the	most	crucial	disputes	have	











interview	 on	 September	 11,	 2016,	 he	 asked	 me	 to	 wait	 a	 few	 more	 minutes	 before	
heading	back:	there	was	something	he	wanted	to	show	me.	Hurriedly,	he	took	me	to	an	
underpass	 just	below	Takatsuki’s	 train	station.	Here,	 illuminated	by	neon	lights,	stood	
three	 big	 information	 panels	 behind	 thick	 glass.	 Each	 contained	 images	 of	 Udono,	 its	
reeds,	its	animals	and	vegetation.	There	were	also	pictures	of	gagaku:	the	usual	ensemble	


































This	 disconnection	 between	 musicians	 and	 environmentalists	 is	 all	 the	 more	
surprising	considering	that	both	groups	have	a	vested	interest	 in	safeguarding	Udono.	








once	characterized	 the	 riverbanks.	Exploiting	 these	affordances	 the	environmentalists	
conflate	sound	and	nature:	they	not	only	portray	gagaku	as	an	unchanging	tradition,	but	
project	the	values	ascribed	to	the	environmental	onto	it.	Thus	the	sounds	and	materials	
















gagaku	 is	portrayed	as	an	 ‘endangered	species’,	so	 long	as	the	discourse	of	those	who	
seek	 to	protect	 its	materials	 keeps	 veering	 away	 from	 the	 tangible	 and	 the	 sonic	 and	
towards	the	ineffable,	the	timeless	–that	is,	towards	the	essentialist-nationalist	modern	






shortsighted	 approaches	 is	 UNESCO’s	 “safeguarding	 paradigm”,	which,	 by	 valuing	 the	
intangible,	often	loses	track	of	the	political	significance	of	sustaining	the	tangible	behind	
it	 (see	 Akagawa	 2016).	 Udono	 thus	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 politics	 of	 the	
tangible:	 in	 fact,	gagaku	can	only	move	the	 listener	 if	 its	materials	are	under	the	right	
conditions	to	vibrate,	and	if	the	few	craftsmen	left	in	Japan	receive	adequate	political	and	
financial	support	to	continue	their	precious	work.		






































unprecedented	 popularity.	 Even	 though	 more	 thorough	 quantitative	 studies	 have	 be	
conducted,	 the	 number	 of	 gagaku	 practitioners	 throughout	 the	 country	 seems	 to	 be	
steadily	on	the	rise	(see	e.g.	Endō	2013,	1).	Indeed,	it	is	not	rare	for	universities	to	offer	
gagaku	classes,	or	to	have	a	‘gagaku	club’	among	their	extracurricular	activities.	While	










music	 icons	 like	 Bjork.	 As	 these	 examples	 indicate,	 the	 increasingly	 cosmopolitan	
character	 of	 gagaku	 lends	 itself	 to	 future	 studies	 of	 its	 new	 transnational	 spaces,	 to	
further	 destabilize	 the	 naturalized	 association	 of	 gagaku	 with	 ‘Japaneseness’	 and	 to	












and	 to	 distinguish	 the	 value	 and	 uniqueness	 of	 the	 contents	 of	 a	 certain	 product”	
(Terauchi	2010,	255).	It	is	arguably	the	duty	of	researchers	to	produce	such	a	map.	But	
for	 a	 scholar	 of	 gagaku,	 the	 challenge	 is	 also	 to	 decide	 whether	 drawing	 a	 coherent	
“complete	map	of	gagaku”	is	at	all	possible,	when	its	borders	are	constantly	shifting	and	




























indication	 that	 “relations	 and	 connections	 between	 entities	 can	 appear	 in	 new	
configurations	as	one	transfers	from	one	domain	of	enquiry	to	another”	(Strathern	2004,	
xiv).	



















on	 every	 scale”	 (2002,	 50	 emphasis	 added).	 From	 the	 many	 ways	 in	 which	 different	
‘modes’	 of	 knowledge-production	 elicit	 different	 analytical	 objects	 (Chapter	 1)	 to	 the	
macroscopic	transformations	and	alternative	experimentations	of	 ‘court	music’	during	
the	 Meiji	 period	 (Chapter	 2);	 from	 the	 allegiances	 forged	 by	 gagaku	 practitioners	 in	
Kansai	to	ensure	the	survival	of	their	local	traditions	(Chapter	3)	to	the	physicality	and	
complex	 relationality	 of	 becoming	 gagaku	 practitioners	 within	 Nara’s	 Nanto	 gakuso	
(Chapter	4);	 down	 to	 the	 riverbanks	of	Udono,	 through	 its	 grass	 and	 inside	 its	 canes,	





using	 a	 certain	 scale,	 then,	 is	 relevant	 not	 only	 because	 “each	 type	 of	 social	 and	




activity	 is	 thought	 to	 take	 place	 is	 always	 contested,	 and	 so	 is	 the	 production	 of	
knowledge	 about	 these	 spaces,	 their	 ‘geographies	 of	 knowing’	 (Gregory	 1994)”	 (van	
Schendel	 2002,	 651).	 In	 the	 case	 of	 gagaku,	 the	 many	 geographies	 of	 knowing	
encompassed	 throughout	 this	 thesis	 show	 that	 power	 and	 authenticity	 are	 tightly	





sense,	 those	 who	 enact	 local	 versions	 of	 gagaku	 also	 scale	 it	 down,	 and,	 even	 more	
importantly,	decide	which	scale	is	contained	which:	the	local	scale	of	the	city	of	Nara,	for	


















with	 the	 further	 knowledge	 that	 surface	 understanding	 conceals	 gaps	 and	 bumps”	
(Strathern	2004,	xxiv	emphasis	added).	Comparing	and	contrasting	historical,	relational,	




task”	 (Pink	2009,	 34)	was	 paired	 to	 a	 theoretical	 attempt,	 at	 every	 turn,	 to	make	my	
presence	 perceivable,	 in	 line	 with	 Donna	 Haraway’s	 famous	 claim	 that	 “only	 partial	
perspective	 promises	 objective	 vision”	 (1988,	 581).	 In	 this	 sense,	 and	 with	 all	 the	
phenomenological	overtones	that	this	implies,	my	map	constitutes	“the	view	of	a	body	
rather	than	the	view	from	above”	(Strathern	2004,	32).	
Partiality,	 then,	 is	 another	 of	 the	 features	 of	 the	 map	 provided	 by	 this	 thesis.	









a	 centrifugal	 force	 that	 leads	 to	 incoherence.	This	 thesis	 argues	 that,	 on	 the	 contrary,	
gagaku’s	 ec-centricity	does	not	make	 it	 any	weaker.	But	 if	 this	 is	 the	 case,	 a	different	
topology	is	all	the	more	necessary	to	be	able	to	understand	and	explain	how	something	
that	seems	to	always	be	other	than	itself	can	not	only	survive,	but	thrive.	The	map	traced	
in	 this	 thesis	 thus	 knowingly	 anticipates	 new	 distributions	 of	 partially	 connected	
resonances,	always	already	pointing	out	of	themselves.	Ultimately,	in	fact,	the	challenge	
of	the	alternative	further-knowledge	produced	by	shifting	across	different	scales	is	“to	
imagine	 the	 possibilities	 of	 ‘more-than’	gagaku	 [‘fukusū	 no’	 gagaku]”	 (Terauchi	 2010,	
255).	
Embracing	 the	multiplicity	 of	 gagaku,	 then,	makes	 room	 for	 the	 peculiarly	 elusive	
objects	 that	 proliferate	 in	 contemporary	 Japanese	 society.	 Despite	 being	 outside	 the	






















more	numerous	every	year,	and	that	 the	 lucky	ones	who	manage	to	get	 in	have	to	stand	 in	 line	 for	
several	 hours	 before	 the	 doors	 are	 even	 open	 –still,	 the	 public	 is	 cooperative	 and	 everyone	 seats	
orderly.	Even	at	the	Shōryōe	festival	of	the	Shitennōji	temple	[in	Osaka]	or	at	the	Kasuga	wakamiya	on	
matsuri	festival	[of	Nara’s	Kasuga	taisha]8,	packs	of	fans	can	watch	the	hours-long	rituals	intently	until	







back	to	at	 least	the	Meiji9.	 In	this	sense,	 the	popularity	of	gagaku	 is	not	 just	a	starting	
point,	it	is	also	a	process	that	can	and	should	be	approached	critically,	analytically.	
Three	interconnected	stories	effectively	illustrate	how	far	gagaku	has	spread	out	in	
contemporary	 Japan,	 as	well	 as	 the	extent	 to	which	 it	now	 forces	us	 to	 reconsider	all	
preconceived	 definitions	 and	 understandings	 of	 its	 ‘essence’.	 Although	 the	 ‘narrative	
strategy’	has	been	skillfully	used	before10,	I	will	adopt	it	because	it	efficiently	shows	the	
partial	connections	and	fierce	uncontrollability	of	gagaku’s	multiplications.Furthermore,	
these	examples	do	not	 just	 resonate	with	each	other	 theoretically:	 similar	sounds	can	
actually	be	heard	across	the	three	stories.	The	resonance	itself	is	indeed	real,	analogies	
aside.	The	first	story	is	about	gagaku	and	entrepreneurship11.	
First	 story.	 In	 1975,	 Kido	 Toshirō	 (b.1930),	 a	 producer	 at	 the	 newly	 established	
National	Theatre	in	Tokyo,	comes	up	with	an	ingenious	solution	to	a	typical	producer’s	































pieces	 are	 performed	 using	 ‘reconstructed’	 instruments	 modeled	 after	 the	 ones	





that	 the	 National	 Theatre’s	 reigaku	 project	 would	 challenge	 tradition	 in	 the	
contemporary	 context”	 (Terauchi	 2008,	 109–10).	 Over	 the	 years,	 Kido’s	 vision	 takes	
shape,	 turning	 into	 something	 fascinating.	 A	 group	 of	 professional	 players	 is	 born	 in	
1985:	 with	 the	 exception	 of	 their	 leader,	 Shiba	 Sukeyasu	 (b.1935),	 all	 of	 them	 are	
unconnected	 to	gagaku	 families.	Their	name	 is	Reigakusha,	and	they	specialize	 in	 this	
new	provocative	repertoire	in	the	making	(see	Chapter	1).		
They	 don	 black,	 ordinary	 clothes	 to	 differentiate	 themselves	 from	 ‘normal’	 gagaku	
performers,	as	underlined	by	Kido	himself:	“in	order	to	make	it	perfectly	clear	that	the	
reigaku	project	is	a	project	of	the	modern	day	and	not	a	romantic	imitation	of	antiquity,	












his	group,	drawing	 inspiration	 from	Chinese	theory,	 from	his	years	as	musician	 in	 the	
Imperial	Household	ensemble,	as	well	as	 from	Japanese	contemporary	composers	 like	
Takemitsu	Tōru	(whose	piece	In	an	Autumn	Garden	(Shuteiga)	he	premiered	as	a	member	
of	 the	 Imperial	 Household	 ensemble).	 Something	 new	 has	 seen	 the	 light.	 It	 may	 be	
imperfect,	or	immature,	but	it	is	taking	its	first	steps	in	the	world	of	Japanese	performing	
arts	(see	FIG.2).	Is	it	(still)	gagaku,	or	is	it	something	else?	Who	gets	to	decide?	









this	 is	 not	 allowed	 by	 the	 Imperial	 Household.	 In	 1996,	 he	 leaves	 the	 ensemble	 and	
publishes	his	first	album,	Togi	Hideki.	
“Thrust	 into	 the	 commercial	 world,	 the	 distinction	 between	 artistic	 creativity	 and	 commercial	
enterprise	has	become	blurred	 for,	 in	addition	 to	 the	production	of	CDs,	he	contributes	 to,	or	 is	 the	





Heart’,2	 July2000,NHK)	 are	 just	 some	 of	 the	 programmes	 in	 which	 he	 has	 appeared	 or	 presented”	
(Lancashire	2003,	26).	








extraordinary:	 somehow,	 he	 has	 managed	 to	 become	 “the	 unrepresentative	
representative	of	the	gagaku	tradition”	(Lancashire	2003,	36).	In	the	process,	he	has	also	
become	a	sort	of	sex	symbol,	and	authored	several	books	that	celebrate	the	“Japanese	












mostly	 fifty-something	 housewives” 16 .	 Sadly,	 the	 diagnosis	 seems	 about	 right:	 an	
acquaintance,	indeed	a	Japanese	lady	in	her	sixties,	takes	me	to	a	concert	by	Tōgi	in	2016.	
When	 he	 comes	 onstage,	 she	 cannot	 help	 but	 notice:	 “He	 truly	 is	 good-looking!”.	 The	
music	is	a	strange	mixture	of	nostalgic	pieces	out	of	the	vast	repertoire	of	Japanese	folk	




necessarily	mean	 that	his	 story	 is	 over.	On	 the	 contrary,	 the	 fact	 that	Tōgi’s	 threat	 to	
tradition	has	been	so	quickly	reabsorbed	within	the	bounds	of	the	discographic	market,	









quickly	 shrunk,	 succumbing	 to	 the	 hegemony	 of	 Euro-American	 harmony.	 More	





very	 seriously.	 Towards	 the	 back	 of	 the	 picture,	 a	 reindeer	marches	 on,	 blowing	 his	
hichiriki	 Among	 the	 eleven	 tracks	 contained	 are	 covers	 of	 famous	 Christmas	 songs	
(including	Santa	Claus	is	Coming	to	Town,	Last	Christmas	and	White	Christmas),	but	also	
arrangements	of	classical	pieces	(Bach’s	Air	“on	the	G	string”,	Schubert’s	and	Caccini’s	Ave	


















































in	gigaku	 (see	Terauchi	2014,	1–2)18.	A	masked	pantomime,	gigaku	 “is	one	of	 Japan’s	
earliest	 foreign	performing	arts”	 (Terauchi	2016,	5).	Ancient	 sources	state	 that	 it	was	
introduced	 in	 612	CE	by	 a	Korean	 immigrant,	Mimashi,	 and	 that	 it	 contained	 “satiric,	
erotic	 or	 comic	 flavors	 seemingly	 contradictory	 to	Buddhist	morality.	However,	 these	
simple,	 easily	 understood	 gigaku	 were	 employed	 as	 a	 practical	 device	 for	 attracting	
people	to	temples,	where	they	assimilated	Buddhist	ideology”	(Terauchi	2016,	5).	
As	 a	 matter	 of	 fact,	 this	 Yakushiji	 performance	 was	 not	 the	 first	 attempt	 at	
reconstructing	gigaku.	In	1980,	for	example,	the	Nara	musician	Shiba	Sukeyasu	created	a	
reinterpretation	of	it	for	a	ceremony	at	the	Tōdaiji	temple,	“with	masks	reconstructed	at	
Tenri	 University”	 (Terauchi	 2016,	 5).	 Earlier	 on,	 in	 1965,	 the	 scholar	 Hayashi	 Kenzō	
(1899-1976)	had	recorded	his	own	versions	of	three	pieces19.	More	than	35	years	later,	
																																																						
18	For	 a	 list	 of	 characters:	 http://www.nara-yakushiji.com/contents/genjyosanzoetaisai/giraku.html	
(accessed	December	2,	2016).	










that	 its	 musicians	 are	 also	 members	 of	 the	 gagaku	 club	 at	 Tenri	 University.	 The	
relationship	between	the	new	religion	of	Tenrikyō	and	gagaku	is	a	topic	that	goes	beyond	
the	 scope	 of	 this	 dissertation20 .	 However,	 one	 is	 inevitably	 led	 to	 wonder	 what	 the	
relationship	between	a	group	that	belongs	to	an	institution	directly	affiliated	to	a	‘new	
religion’	and	a	major	Buddhist	temple	can	tell	us	about	the	new	paths	of	gagaku	in	the	
21st	 century.	 Not	 to	 mention	 the	 involvement	 of	 both	 gagaku’s	 “unrepresentative	











The	 three	stories	briefly	sketched	above	are	certainly	 indicators	of	gagaku’s	 recent	















much	of	 its	 history:	 it	was	 certainly	 so	during	 the	Edo	period,	 for	 example,	when	 the	
Tokugawa	 ruling	 class	 appropriated	 it	 and	 resemanticized	 it	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 ‘new	
ceremonial	music’.	And	it	was	even	more	so	in	the	Meiji	period,	when	many	of	gagaku’s	
‘commonsense	associations’	were	established	(see	Chapter	2).	But	 it	 is	 in	 the	(not	yet	
precisely	estimated)	number	of	new	practitioners;	 in	the	unprecedented	eruption	into	
wildly	separate	fields;	in	the	bizarre,	unexpected	juxtaposition	of	bugaku-inspired	coffee	
mugs	 and	 8th-century	 scraps	 of	 notations	 for	 lute,	 that	 the	 peculiarity	 of	 gagaku’s	
contemporary	 “silent	 boom”	 is	more	 clearly	manifested.	Traditional	music	 in	 Japan	 is	
often	dismissed	by	unconcerned	youngsters	as	furukusai	or	“stinking	of	old”;	why,	then,	







perhaps,	 in	 being	 so	 quintessentially	 traditional,	 it	 has	 become	 “exotic	 and	 thus	
interesting	 again”,	 as	 suggested	 by	 Alison	 Tokita	 and	David	Hughes	 about	 traditional	
music	in	general	(2008,	30).	Still,	this	can	only	be	a	valid	interpretation	of	gagaku’s	boom	
if	 we	 remain	 wary	 of	 simplistic	 dichotomies,	 such	 as	 ‘Japanese’	 and	 ‘Western’,	 or	
‘tradition’	and	‘modernity’.	In	fact,	such	distinctions	efface	the	transformative	power	of	











is	 why	 my	 attempt	 to	 follow	 gagaku	 along	 the	 many	 scales	 of	 its	 contemporary	





makers	 in	 their	 own	 right,	 or	 to	 the	 territorial	 bonds	 that	 gagaku	 helps	 reinforcing	




place	 is	 crucial	 to	 the	 whole	 discussion:	 for	 centuries,	 in	 Kansai,	 ‘court	 music’	 has	
resounded	 in	 an	 imaginary	 triangle	 made	 of	 long	 histories	 and	 strong	 bonds	 that	
mattered	to	the	point	of	guaranteeing	the	very	survival	of	local	traditions	(Chapter	3).	In	
all	these	ways,	this	thesis	is	less	about	sound,	and	more	about	sites21.	




not	 the	 same	 in	 the	 practice	 room,	where	 attendance	 is	 crucial	 (Giolai	 2016),	 and	 in	
Udono,	 where	 it	 is	 tangled	 up	 with	 the	 roots	 of	 a	 plant	 and	 with	 the	 claims	 of	 a	
‘preservation	 discourse’.	 On	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 barricade,	 where	 a	 reed	 is	 only	 a	
material	 reality,	 measurable,	 quantifiable,	 really-real,	 gagaku	 is	 yet	 another	 thing:	
intangible,	traditional,	already	protected	by	national	and	international	regulations.	Sound	









This,	 however,	 is	 hardly	 original.	 Indeed,	 resonance	 has	 recently	 captivated	 the	
imagination	of	many	theorists:	it	has	become	“part	of	a	rich	metaphorology	that	seeks	to	
replace	 the	 binaries	 of	 structuralist	 thought	 with	 a	 notion	 of	 discourse	 that	 is	
diametrically	 opposed	 to	 a	 distancing	 and	 objectifying	 form	 of	 knowledge”	 (Erlmann	
2015,	 175).	What	 is	more,	 because	 it	 “denotes	 the	materiality	 of	 auditory	perception,	
resonance	is	eminently	suited	to	dissolve	the	binary	of	the	materiality	of	things	and	the	







Chapter	 4,	 for	 instance,	 a	 vibrational	 ontology	 can	 support	 the	 idea	 that	 participant	




























freely	 float,	 irrespective	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 we	 carve	 pitches	 and	 scales	 out	 of	 its	
continuum,	does	not	exclude	ultimately	music-makers	are	 the	ones	who	get	 to	decide	




to	 objects’	 changes	 of	 state.	 Thus	 conceived,	 the	 opposition	 between,	 on	 one	 side,	
normative	definitions	of	what	gagaku	is,	and,	on	the	other,	flexible	approaches	that	take	
its	multiplicity	 as	 a	 point	 of	 departure	 can	 be	 reconfigured	 in	 terms	 of	 one	 between	
gagaku’s	‘solid	state’	and	‘fluid	states’.	Both	terms	of	this	new	opposition	are,	in	a	sense,	








protection	 of	 the	 environment.	 Conversely,	 the	 commitment	 and	 dedication	 of	 Nara’s	
amateurs	 is	such	that	the	object	of	 their	passion	may	appear	granitic,	 immovable	(see	
Chapter	4).	
But	if	various	scales	may	correspond	to	different	states	of	gagaku,	does	it	even	make	
sense	 to	 insist	 on	 thinking	 about	gagaku	 as	 an	 object?	 Is	 it	 not	wrong,	 perhaps	 even	
hypocritical,	 to	 keep	 referring	 to	 ‘it’	 in	 this	 terms,	while	 simultaneously	 criticizing	 its	
	 230	
reifications?	Would	it	even	be	possible	to	think	gagaku	out	of	or	away	from	this	metaphor	
of	 the	object?	These	doubts	 indirectly	 cast	 suspicions	on	 the	ontological	 status	of	 the	
sonic	(objectified	as	‘sound’)	and	of	the	musical	(objectified	as	‘music’).	Lurking	behind	
the	 question	 of	 what	 gagaku	 is	 lies	 another	 unsettling	 hesitation:	 is	 sound	 itself	 an	
object24?	As	far	as	gagaku	 is	concerned	(but	this	may	well	extend	to	sound	itself),	two	
alternative	 images	 come	 to	mind:	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 notion	 of	 an	 “assemblage”	 as	
theorized	by	Deleuze	and	Guattari	and	further	refined	by	Manuel	De	Landa	(on	which	see	
De	Landa	2016).	On	the	other,	the	more	modest	image	of	the	sheaf,	the	humble	bundle	of	














According	 to	 the	Merriam-Webster	 Dictionary,	 an	 interstice	 is	 “a	 gap	 or	 break	 in	
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Het	 Japanse	 woord	 gagaku	 verwijst	 naar	 een	 reeks	 repertoires	 bestaande	 uit	
muzieken	en	dansen	van	verschillende	herkomsten	en	zeer	uiteenlopende	stijlen,	die	via	
de	Zijderoute	naar	de	eilanden	zijn	gebracht,	sinds	minstens	de	6e	eeuw.	Gagaku	wordt	








een	 snel	 groeiend	 aantal	 beoefenaars	 in	 het	 hele	 land	 en	 een	 groot	 aantal	 media	
voorstellingen,	van	films	tot	anime	en	manga.	In	feite	kan	veilig	verondersteld	worden	
dat	het	publiek	van	gagaku	 talrijker	en	gevarieerder	 is	dan	ooit	 tevoren:	universitaire	












van	 reactionaire	 en	 vaak	 nationalistische	 tendensen.	 Kortom,	 het	 is	 de	 zogenaamde	








Castro	 1998,	 469),	 pleit	 dit	 werk	 voor	 een	 meer	 ervaringsgerichte	 verkenning	 van	
gagaku,	suggererend	dat	gesitueerdheid	en	reflexiviteit	betere	conceptuele	instrumenten	




De	 argumenten	 ontvouwen	 zich	 in	 verschillende	 richtingen,	 en	 vermenigvuldigd	
zodoende	 de	 lijnen	 van	 de	 vlucht,	 als	 het	 ware	 (zie	 Deleuze	 en	 Guattari,	 2005).	 Het	
proefschrift	 gaat	 ‘onder	 het	 maaiveld’,	 zowel	 in	 de	 zin	 van	 het	 zoeken	 naar	 de	
rizomatische	 historische	 wortels	 van	 gagaku’s	 hedendaagse	 verscheidenheid	
(Hoofdstukken	 2	 en	 3)	 als	 de	 aandacht	 die	 geschonken	wordt	 aan	 bepaalde	 primaire	
materialen	die	gebruikt	worden	bij	de	constructie	van	een	van	gagaku’s	 instrumenten	




terugkerend	 naar	 het	 huidige	 moment	 in	 een	 poging	 om	 aan	 te	 tonen	 dat	 een	
wederkerend	thema	in	de	geschiedenis	van	gagaku	de	herinterpretatie	van	zijn	verleden	
	 261	
is,	 vaak	 gezien	 als	 de	 ultieme	 bron	 van	 legitimiteit	 en	 authenticiteit	 (Hoofdstuk	 3	 en	
Hoofdstuk	5)	.	Bijna	niemand	die	als	luisteraar,	uitvoerder	of	criticus	betrokken	is	wordt	




Hoofdstuk	 1	 maakt	 een	 vergelijking	 tussen	 het	 muzikale	 begrip	modus	 en	 enkele	
manieren	waarop	gagaku	 in	 het	 verleden	 is	 benaderd.	 Zodoende	 laat	 het	 proefschrift	
blijken	dat	dit	begrip	wat	licht	zou	kunnen	werpen	op	de	verschillen	tussen	de	parallelle	
discoursen	met	betrekking	tot	gagaku.	Vier	willekeurig	gekozen	vormen	van	onderzoek	
naar	 gagaku	 worden	 beurtelings	 gepresenteerd.	 Ze	 zijn	 aangeduid	 als	 ‘historisch’,	
‘presentationeel’,	 ‘musicologisch’	 en	 ‘decentrerend’.	 Elk	 van	 deze	 vormen	 omvat	 een	
aantal	 studies	 die	 kunnen	 worden	 gegroepeerd	 op	 basis	 van	 het	 relatieve	 gewicht	
toegewezen	 aan	 een	 bepaald	 aspect	 van	 gagaku,	 namelijk	 1.	 De	 ontplooiing	 van	 een	
lineair	chronologisch	verhaal	gedurende	de	vele	eeuwen	in	het	bestaan	van	gagaku;	2.	De	
(vooral	recente)	poging	om	de	“Japanse	hof	muziek”	te	presenteren	aan	een	publiek	van	
niet-specialisten;	 3.	 Het	 belang	 van	 de	 methodologisch	 nauwkeurige	 en	 zorgvuldige	




hoofdstuk	 dat	 elke	 vorm	 een	 voortdurende	 neiging	 vertoond	 om	 zijn	 eigen	 grenzen	
overschrijden,	 en	 zo	 op	 doeltreffende	wijze	 het	 grondgebied	 van	 één	 of	meer	 van	 de	
andere	drie	‘binnenvalt’.	Deze	wederzijdse	overloop	laat	zowel	zien	hoe	de	verschillende	
vormen	 van	 kennis-productie	 meerdere	 doelen	 voor	 zichzelf	 samenstellen,	 als	 hoe	
gagaku	als	alleenstaand	object	niet	kan	worden	vastgepind	en	in	essentialistische	termen	










structuur	 opgericht	 in	 1870.	 Het	 is	 dus	 al	 met	 al	 een	 natuurlijke	 beslissing	 om	 de	
decentrering	 van	 gagaku	 te	 beginnen	 met	 een	 beeld	 van	 hoe	 een	 uniforme,	
gecentraliseerde,	 normatieve	 interpretatie	 ervan	 tot	 stand	 kwam.	 Sterker	 nog,	 veel	
specialisten	 zien	 1870	 als	 een	 keerpunt,	 als	 de	 “geboorte	 van	 de	 moderne	 gagaku”	
(Tsukahara	2009;	Ono	2016;	zie	ook	Terauchi	2010;	Nelson	2008).	In	deze	kant	van	het	













kenmerkt,	 is	 de	 genealogie	 van	 de	 hedendaagse	 “Japanse	 hof	 muziek”	 allesbehalve	
eenvoudig	 en	 ongecompliceerd.	 Het	 onderzoeken	 van	 de	 deelneming	 van	 gagaku	
muzikanten	in	het	creëren	van	een	repertoire	van	kinderliedjes,	bijvoorbeeld,	onthult	een	
creatief	 aspect	 van	 hun	 leven	 dat	 te	 vaak	 overschaduwd	 is	 door	 hun	 primaire	 rol	 als	




andere	 kant	 de	 druk	 van	 de	 “verwestersing”	 van	 de	 muzikale	 scène,	 werden	 deze	








werd	 eerder	 in	 zijn	 heterogeniteit	 gereduceerd	 gedurende	 een	 proces	 dat	 in	 wezen	
verscheidenheid	en	complexiteit	uitwiste.		
Hoofdstuk	3	markeert	het	begin	van	een	verschuiving	van	de	de	focus	op	landelijke	












voortbestaan	 van	 de	 lokale	 versies	 van	 gagaku	 veilig	 stelde.	 Daarbij	 probeert	 het	
hoofdstuk	 tevens	een	alternatief	 te	bieden	voor	het	 centripetale,	hegemoniale	verhaal	
rondom	 moderne	 en	 hedendaagse	 gagaku.	 Tegelijkertijd	 wordt	 een	 bijna	 vergeten	
geschiedenis	van	de	muzikale	praktijken	 in	het	westen	van	 Japan	voor	de	eerste	keer	
gezamenlijk	gepresenteerd.	De	moderne	en	hedendaagse	geschiedenis	van	drie	groepen	















van	 een	 ik-persoon	 perspectief	 in	 het	 verhaal	 wordt	 gematigd	 door	 een	 zorgvuldige	
beschouwing	 van	 de	 organisatorische	 aspecten	 van	 de	 groep:	 beginnend	 met	 een	
etnografisch	verslag	van	wat	het	betekent	om	een	‘amateur’	zijn,	legt	het	hoofdstuk	een	
typologie	voor	van	Nanto	gakuso	beoefenaars	dat	heen	en	weer	springt	tussen	etische	en	
emische	concepten	 (voor	het	voormalige,	 zie	vooral	Hennion	2001;	2015).	De	 tweede	
helft	van	het	hoofdstuk	onderzoekt	het	belang	van	plaats	en	ruimte	in	de	praktijk	van	
gagaku.	 In	 wezen	 is	 het	 complexe	 proces	 van	 beoefenaar	 worden	 onlosmakelijk	
verbonden	met	een	onderscheidende	manier	van	de	ruimte	 innemen	waar	de	praktijk	
zich	 ontvouwt.	 Net	 als	 in	 vele	 andere	 genres	 van	 traditionele	 uitvoerende	 kunsten	
versterkt	een	“oefengemeenschap”	(Lave	en	Wenger	1991)	de	interne	obligaties	door	het	
gebruik	van	de	oefenruimte	(keikoba)	(Hahn	2007;	Keister	2008).	
Het	 hoofdstuk	 eindigt	 met	 een	 aantal	 theoretische	 beschouwingen	 van	
antropologische	aard.	De	twee	jaar	die	ik	doorbracht	in	het	veld	met	Nanto	gakuso	zorgde	




Novak	 en	 Sakakeeny	2015),	 stel	 ik	 voor	 om	participerende	observatie	 te	 zien	 als	 een	
spanning	 tussen	 “onderdompeling”	 en	 “auscultatie”	 (zie	 Feld	 2015;	 Rice	 2010;	 2015;	
maar	ook	Cusick	2013).	Binnen	een	kader	dat	in	veel	opzichten	lijkt	op	Steve	Goodman’s	
notie	 van	 “vibratie	 ontologie”	 (zie	 Goodman	 2010),	 benadruk	 ik	 het	 belang	 van	 het	
verkrijgen	 van	 een	 beter	 besef	 van	 het	 (Deleuziaanse)	 affectieve	 potentieel	 dat	
vertegenwoordigd	 wordt	 door	 het	 lichaam	 van	 de	 onderzoeker.	 Deze	 ideeën	 roepen	
tegelijkertijd	de	vraag	op	of	het	mogelijk	zou	zijn	om	de	antropologische	onderdompeling	










zijn	 op	 de	 immateriële	 aspecten	 van	 muziek.	 Muziek	 wordt	 immers	 gemaakt	 door	
instrumenten,	handen,	lucht	en	spierspanningen	(soortgelijke	overwegingen	gelden	ook	
voor	dans).	Deze	eenvoudige	waarnemingen	vormen	het	uitgangspunt	van	het	 laatste	









hoofdstuk	 de	 belangrijkste	 spelers	 van	 het	 lopende	 geschil	 over	 het	 lot	 van	 Udono’s	





Reed	 Bed	 Research	 Center,	 aangevuld	 met	 participerende	 observatie	 evenals	 een	
nauwkeurige	lezing	van	de	officiële	documenten	die	door	Nexco	verschaft	zijn,	laat	het	
hoofdstuk	 zien	 in	 welke	 mate	 gagaku	 de	 grenzen	 van	 de	 muziekstudies	 heeft	





In	 zijn	 totaliteit	 laat	 het	 proefschrift	 een	 substantieel	 verschil	 zien	 met	 de	
conventionele	 wijze	 waarop	 gagaku	 tot	 nu	 toe	 is	 onderzocht.	 Terwijl	 eerdere	





grenzen.	 Terugkerend	 naar	 het	 theoretisch	 vlak	 benadrukt	 de	 Conclusie	 hoe	 een	
toepassing	van	deze	nieuwe	ontologische	paradigma	kan	resulteren	in	de	productie	van	
alternatieve,	 vloeiende	 topologieën	 van	 de	 lokale	 plekken	 die	 in	 de	 marges	 van	 de	
officiële	 academische	 verhalen	 en	 normatieve	 kaarten	 van	gagaku	 zijn	 gebleven.	 Zich	
verplaatsend	 over	 verschillende	 ladders	 en	 de	 verschillende	 manieren	 van	 gagaku	
componeren,	 toont	 dit	 proefschrift	 aan	 dat	 overlopingen,	 heterogeniteit	 en	
excentriciteiten	 cruciale	 elementen	 zijn	 van	 zijn	 huidige	 staat	 van	 wording.	 Deze	
topologische	beelden	zijn	bijzonder	geschikt	om	de	casussen	 te	beschrijven	die	 in	het	
proefschrift	 gepresenteerd	 zijn,	 met	 name	 omdat	 ze	 resoneren	met	 het	 onorthodoxe	
karakter	van	veel	van	de	geïntroduceerde	onderwerpen.	
Een	 korte	 bespreking	 van	 een	 aantal	 extra	 “onconventionele”	 voorstellingen	 van	
gagaku	in	de	hedendaagse	Japan	opent	de	discussie	over	de	toekomstige	ontwikkelingen.	
In	 werkelijkheid	 zijn	 bredere	 verkenningen	 van	 de	 “hedendaagse	 gagaku	 scene”	
broodnodig,	 en	 zouden	 het	 academische	 debat	 aanzienlijk	 kunnen	 aanvullen	 en	
compliceren.	Uiteindelijk	kan	dit	proefschrift	derhalve	worden	gezien	als	een	eerste	stap	
naar	een	nieuw	theoretisch	en	methodologisch	kader	voor	de	exploratie	van	de	Japanse	
traditionele	 podiumkunsten	 in	 het	 algemeen.	 Een	 soortgelijk	 perspectief	 zou	 op	 een	
creatieve	 manier	 deconstructief	 kunnen	 zijn,	 vastgestelde	 narratieven	 kunnen	
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